Georgia State University

ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University
Business Administration Dissertations

Programs in Business Administration

7-30-2020

Career Transitions in the Digital Age: Mastering the Art of
Communicating Career Direction Clarity
Daphne J. Schechter
Georgia State University J. Mack Robinson College of Business

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gsu.edu/bus_admin_diss

Recommended Citation
Schechter, Daphne J., "Career Transitions in the Digital Age: Mastering the Art of Communicating Career
Direction Clarity." Dissertation, Georgia State University, 2020.
doi: https://doi.org/10.57709/18701005

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Programs in Business Administration at
ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Business Administration
Dissertations by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks @ Georgia State University. For more information,
please contact scholarworks@gsu.edu.

PERMISSION TO BORROW
In presenting this dissertation as a partial fulfillment of the requirements for an advanced
degree from Georgia State University, I agree that the Library of the University shall make it
available for inspection and circulation in accordance with its regulations governing materials of
this type. I agree that permission to quote from, copy from, or publish this dissertation may be
granted by the author or, in her absence, the professor under whose direction it was written or, in
his absence, by the Dean of the Robinson College of Business. Such quoting, copying, or
publishing must be solely for scholarly purposes and must not involve potential financial gain. It
is understood that any copying from or publication of this dissertation that involves potential
gain will not be allowed without written permission of the author.

Daphne Schechter

NOTICE TO BORROWERS

All dissertations deposited in the Georgia State University Library must be used only in
accordance with the stipulations prescribed by the author in the preceding statement.
The author of this dissertation is:
Daphne Schechter
4539 Chardonnay Court
Dunwoody, GA 30338
The director of this dissertation is:
Dr, Karen D. Loch
J. Mack Robinson College of Business
Georgia State University
Atlanta, GA 30302-4015

Career Transitions in the Digital Age: Mastering the Art of Communicating Career Direction
Clarity

by

Daphne Schechter

A Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for the Degree
Of
Executive Doctorate in Business
In the Robinson College of Business
Of
Georgia State University

GEORGIA STATE UNIVERSITY
ROBINSON COLLEGE OF BUSINESS
2020

Copyright by
Daphne Schechter
2020

ACCEPTANCE
This dissertation was prepared under the direction of the DAPHNE SCHECHTER
Dissertation Committee. It has been approved and accepted by all members of that committee,
and it has been accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy in Business Administration in the J. Mack Robinson College of Business of Georgia
State University.

Richard Phillips, Dean

DISSERTATION COMMITTEE
Dr. Karen D. Loch (Chair)
Dr. Thomas A. Conklin
Dr. Todd J. Maurer

iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I am grateful to the many people who travelled this journey with me. Completing my
doctorate is a lifelong dream. It is an accomplishment I am proud and privileged to share with
those who encouraged me, supported me, and mentored me along the way. I would like to thank
my husband, Howard, for his patience, wisdom and guidance, and my children, Samantha and
Justin, for their inspiration to be the best person I can be while not losing sight of what truly
matters.
I am especially thankful to my chair, Dr. Karen D. Loch, who served as a role model and
cheerleader and always pushed me to do better. I thank my committee members, Dr. Tom
Conklin and Dr. Todd Maurer, for their incredible encouragement and feedback. I so appreciate
my mentors Molly and Michael for their unwavering confidence in me to pursue this dream.
Last, but not least, I want to thank my cohort, my DAD team, the GSU faculty and, of course,
my sisters and friends who relentlessly stood by my side and whom I love dearly. You know who
you are. I could not have done this without you.

v

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................ iv
LIST OF TABLES ...................................................................................................................... vii
LIST OF FIGURES ................................................................................................................... viii
I

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................ 1
I.1 Organization of the Study ................................................................................................ 4
I.2 Study Motivation ............................................................................................................... 4
I.3 Research Questions ........................................................................................................... 5
I.4 Research Approach ........................................................................................................... 5

II

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND..... 7
II.1 Outplacement and Career Transition ............................................................................. 7
II.2 Traditional Outplacement, Occupational Choice, and Career Direction Clarity .... 12
II.3 Career Transition in the Digital Age ............................................................................. 22
II.4 Learning Mastery and Unconscious Competence ........................................................ 25

III CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY .................................... 29
III.1

Design Rationale ......................................................................................................... 29

III.2

Procedures .................................................................................................................. 29

III.3

Data Collection ........................................................................................................... 30

III.4

Demographics ............................................................................................................. 31

III.5

Data Analysis .............................................................................................................. 32

IV CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS ........................................................... 34
IV.1

Thematic Overview .................................................................................................... 34

IV.2

Summary of Findings – Career Transition in the Digital Age. .............................. 54

IV.3

Digital Age Career Transition Conceptual Model .................................................. 56

vi

V

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, CONTRIBUTIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH AND CONCLUSION ................................................................................... 58
V.1 Contributions to Theory ................................................................................................. 59
V.2 Contributions to Practice ............................................................................................... 60
V.3 Limitations ....................................................................................................................... 60
V.4 Future Research .............................................................................................................. 61
V.5 Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 61

APPENDICES ............................................................................................................................. 63
Appendix A – Interview Protocol ......................................................................................... 63
Appendix B – Email (or phone script) to Request Help from Coaches and Coachees to
Recruit Study Participants: ........................................................................................... 66
Appendix C – Email (or phone script) for Researcher and Research Study Recruitment:
........................................................................................................................................... 66
Appendix D – First (1st) email (or phone script) for Recommending Coach or Coachee to
Use as Research Study Participant Recruitment: ........................................................ 66
Appendix E – Second (2nd) email for Recommending Coach or Coachee to Use as an
Introduction to the Researcher and Research Study: ................................................. 67
Appendix F –Letter of Invitation to Participate .................................................................. 68
Appendix G – Informed consent ........................................................................................... 69
Appendix H – Sample formats for Career Marketing/Story-Telling Documents ............ 74
Appendix I – Full Abstract .................................................................................................... 75
REFERENCES............................................................................................................................ 78
VITA............................................................................................................................................. 82

vii

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1: 11 Reasons Why People Make Bad Job Changing Decisions ................................... 2
Table 2: Research Approach........................................................................................................ 6
Table 3: Theories of Occupational Choice and Career Direction Clarity ............................ 14
Table 4: Analysis of Occupational Choice Theories in Terms of Career Direction Clarity 21
Table 5: Summary of External Factors Impacting Careers in the Digital Age .................... 23
Table 6: Case Background Information: Level, Length in Role, Length of Transition,
Reason for Leaving ......................................................................................................... 31
Table 7: Themes and Subthemes .............................................................................................. 34
Table 8: Impact of Self-discovery on the Career Transition Process ................................... 39
Table 9: Impact of Experiences and Accomplishments on the Career Transition Process 41
Table 10: Impact of Short- and Long-term Goals on the Career Transition Process ......... 43

viii

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1: Traditional Career Transition/outplacement Model - Right Management (2019)
........................................................................................................................................... 13
Figure 2: Learning and Mastery Process.................................................................................. 26
Figure 3: Conceptual model of mastering career direction clarity in the digital age .......... 57

ix

ABSTRACT
Career Transitions in the Digital Age: Mastering the Art of Communicating Career Direction
Clarity
by
Daphne Schechter
August 2020
Chair: Karen D. Loch
Major Academic Unit: Executive Doctorate in Business
As the nature of work has evolved, the process of career transition and job search has
evolved as well. During the world’s transformation from analog to digital, the tenure of an
individual’s career went from one person, one company, to one person, many companies.
Today, the average person changes jobs 12 times during his or her career. In the digital age,
career tools are more ubiquitous, candidates have a broader reach, and communication is
instantaneous. Although technology change is generally positive for those in career transition,
candidates are expected to articulate clearly what they seek in a position and prepare a polished,
concise, and focused statement of the value they provide to their prospective employer. Today,
more than ever, candidates are required to provide information quickly and consistently across
digital media and in person. This study examines the importance of defining career direction
clarity and mastering, or becoming unconsciously competent at, communicating career direction
clarity, and effectively telling a cohesive ‘career story’ during the outplacement/career transition
process.
INDEX WORDS: Learning Mastery, Outplacement Services, Career Transition, Career Choice
Career Direction Clarity, Career Coach, Digital Age, and Biographical Interview
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I

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

A career is a sequence of a person’s work experiences over time (Arthur, Hall, and
Lawrence, 1989); whereas a job is a position of employment within an occupation or vocation,
during one’s career (Lock, 2004). As the world evolved from analog to digital, the nature of
work evolved along with it. As the nature of work evolved, the process of career transition and
job search changed as well. During this transformation from analog to digital, the tenure of an
individual’s career went from one person, one company, to one person, many companies. Today
the average person changes jobs 12 times during his or her career. Many people spend five
years or less in every job, and as a result, they devote an exorbitant amount of time and energy
transitioning from one job to another. (www.balance careers.com).
Transitioning within a career and/or looking for a new job is stressful, especially during
times of reorganizations, restructurings, and downsizings. There are a plethora of services and
career transition tools for job seekers, such as coaching, networking sessions, classes, and on-line
resources. Often, those in transition or job search mode can be unfamiliar or out of practice
conducting a job search in this new digital environment. As a result, job/career changers run the
risk of making poor career choices because they are not clear on how to go about their search, or
about how to gain clarity on the career direction that would make them most happy and fulfilled.
According to career expert, motivator, and award-winning author Andrew LaCivita, there
are 11 specific reasons why people make bad job changing decisions, many of which center
around lack of direction clarity. These reasons are listed in Table 1 below.
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Table 1: 11 Reasons Why People Make Bad Job Changing Decisions

1

Reason

More Specifically

Incomplete

not gathering enough information about a new role

information
2

Incomplete

not considering all the options available

information
3

Incorrect

relying on the advice of others who did not have all the information

information
4

Incorrect

placing too much weight on the wrong information (i.e., negative

information

references by disgruntled employees)

5

Misguided motives not being clear with one’s own motives and what makes one happy

6

Misguided motives being driven by someone else’s motives (i.e., parent or friend)

7

Fear of loss

fear of losing current stability

8

Fear of hardship

fear of not having money or ability to support oneself

9

Overconfidence

bravado; flattered by an offer that does not make sense

10 Status-Quo bias

wanting to keep life as is and avoid change

11 Sunk Cost bias

placing too much emphasis on time already spent

Source: LaCivita 2016

To circumvent these issues and make better choices, those in career transition frequently
rely on the expert guidance of outplacement firms and career coaches to gain clarity on career
direction and achieve career success that’s meaningful to them.
‘Outplacement’ and career transition services are often provided to employees by large
corporations when they are laid-off and offered termination or severance packages. A
professional career transition/outplacement process is guided by a career coach and is given to
employees at all levels, ranging from junior to senior-level executives. Companies invest
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millions of dollars in outplacement firm services to help former employees successfully
transition their careers restructuring or downsizing. This is a large market that is growing fast.
In fact, according to Verified Market Intelligence, the global outplacement services market is
projected to grow 6.2% from 2018 to 2025, to reach USD 2.37 Billion by the end of the forecast
period (2018, November, Global Outplacement Services Market Analysis). If outplacement
services are not provided directly by an employer, individuals are often willing to pay for them
out of their own pocket.
In the digital age, career transitions are even more complex. Career tools are increasingly
ubiquitous, as candidates have a broader reach, and communication is more instantaneous.
Although technology change is generally positive for those in career transition, candidates are
now required to be more polished and prepared, to provide a more concise and focused statement
of the value they provide, and to describe specifically what they are looking for. And today,
more than ever, they are required to do so quickly and consistently across digital media and in
person.
When an employee is ready to make a job change after leaving a company, they often
believe that they need to focus their time and energy on personal branding efforts, such as
updating their resume and their LinkedIn profile. Perhaps they resort immediately to applying to
jobs on-line. This research proposes that personal branding is only one component of a
successful career transition. Instead, it is the totality of the process, specifically mastering the art
of understanding, defining, refining, clarifying and effectively communicating career direction in
a polished, prepared, and concise way, that is a prerequisite to a successful career transition in
the digital age.
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I.1

Organization of the Study
The following research juxtaposes the traditional outplacement and career coaching

process with a new, more modern approach that serves the needs of those who suddenly find
themselves ousted from a more senior level role. These individuals have a long work history and
significant tenure in their role, company or industry and may be caught off guard by a
downsizing, restructure, or reorganization. This study first reviews relevant literature regarding
outplacement and career transition in the traditional sense. It then exams the predominant
theories of career development, specifically as it relates to career direction over time. It looks at
the impact of the evolution from analog to digital technology on the career transition process in
the digital age. And, finally it reviews the construct of learning mastery as it relates to
understanding, defining, refining, and clarifying career direction to clearly articulate a career
story and achieve career transition success in a modern world. This research summarizes
fourteen in-depth biographical interviews, discusses ﬁndings, and oﬀers propositions for those
who want to use this research.
I.2

Study Motivation
As a 30-year veteran in Leadership and Management learning and education, with a

specialization in Executive Career Coaching, I have worked with thousands of managers and
leaders on their career journey. Downsizings, restructures, and reorganizations are unique
circumstances that often leave senior-level professionals with long corporate tenures in
unfamiliar territory. Many of these professionals have been with their companies or in similar
roles for decades and have not had to look for a job in a very long time. The environment has
changed. The job market and search process has changed.
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The concepts of occupations and full-time employment look different than they did 20 or
30 years ago and making a career transition to a new job and/or career is more complex than
ever. This begs the question as to whether career coaches, outplacement firms and career
transition processes have kept pace and are prepared to serve the needs of this population. Do
the traditional methods of outplacement and career coaching need updating for this digital era?
It would appear that today’s modern environment, where conciseness and clarity are fundamental
and the ability to communicate with precision and speed is key, a candidate must go to market in
a new way. This research asks questions to try and get to the essence of this very topic.
I.3

Research Questions
Specifically, this research asks the following three questions:
1) How has digital transformation impacted the career transition process?
2) What is the role of communicating career direction clarity in the career transition
process?
3) How essential is learning mastery (unconscious competence) of your “career story” to
the career transition process?

I.4

Research Approach
Table 2 illustrates the research approach:
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Table 2: Research Approach
Engaged Scholarship
Component
Area of concern (A)
Problem setting (P)
Theoretical framing (F)

Research method (M)
Contributions (C)
1. To theory (CF)

Research Component
Career Transition
Individuals who have lost their jobs due to a
corporate restructure or reorganization
The 4 Stages of Learning Mastery
1.Unconscious Incompetence
2. Conscious Incompetence
3. Conscious Competence
4. Unconscious Competence
Qualitative: in-depth biographical interviews
CF: Extends learning mastery theory as a critical
component to career transition success for the
first time.

2. To area of concern (CA)
3. To practice (CP)

Research Questions (RQ)

CA: Furthers the understanding of the importance
of direction clarity to the career transition
process.
CP: Proposes that understanding, defining,
refining, and clarifying your direction. Thus, your
career story is essential in a career transition.
1.How has digital transformation impacted the
career transition process?
2. What is the role of communicating career
direction clarity in the career transition process?

3.How essential is learning mastery (unconscious
competence) of your “career story” to the career
transition process?
Adapted from (Mathiassen, 2017)
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II CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
II.1 Outplacement and Career Transition
‘Outplacement’ originated as a concept in the 1960s as a counseling service offered by
religious institutions to help priests and ministers who were voluntarily leaving the clergy
transition into secular careers (Willis, 1986). These transitional candidates were highly
educated men who needed support to move into work environments and cultures with which they
had no previous experience.
Over the following decades, human resource (HR) functions within companies saw the
need to provide similar counseling to employees when they were ‘let go’ in order to help these
employees deal with the emotional trauma of being terminated. Corporate HR practitioners saw
a common reactionary pattern emerge from these employees, which included shock, then
depression, and finally, anger or relief. They recognized the importance of having an HR
representative standing by to assist and counsel an employee after their termination discussion
with their manager and throughout their transition (Willis, 1986). As employee displacement
and terminations became more commonplace due to corporate restructuring and downsizing,
more external firms began providing outplacement counseling services. Ironically, the term
‘outplacement’ was coined more than 40 years ago by Tom Hubbard, founder of Thine, a New
York-based career consultancy pioneer. (Lewison, 2002, p. 43)
In the 1990s, as corporate layoffs and restructures continued to increase, the
outplacement service industry expanded rapidly. According to Pickman (1994), the
outplacement industry grew into a $750 million industry, counseling approximately 1.5 million
individuals per year, with over 40% of American companies providing this benefit to terminated
employees (Wooten, 1996, p. 106). During the recession of the 1980’s, some organizations used
outplacement services for senior-level employees. However, by the 1990’s, many organizations

8

were providing outplacement services as a standard practice across all levels of employees, from
senior-level executives to blue-collar and front-line workers (Doherty, Tyson, & Viney, 1993).
Regardless of outplacement becoming a standard practice across organizations, there is
no standardized approach to providing services. Corporations have a broad range of
outplacement approach choices, ranging from employee counseling to consultative career
management services, and one-on-one coaching to group discussions and meetings. In addition,
the outplacement industry has evolved to include total career management and coaching
(Lewison, 2002). There has been significant growth in the types of services offered. As the
number of services increased, it has become more difficult and even more important to determine
which component of the process has the most impact on an individual's career transition and,
thus, requires the most emphasis. In addition, as the world has evolved digitally, the need for
speed and reach are exponential. People can now also work anytime, anywhere. This has made
career transitions more expansive and complex.
There is a large body of research that elucidates outplacement program benefits for
corporations and explains methods to measure ROI when providing outplacement services to
displaced employees. Dawson suggests that the effectiveness of outplacement services can be
measured by their effects on company's reputation, time-to-placement, level of unemployment
benefit taxes, number of lawsuits and EEO claims, employee morale, productivity, and
recruitment and retention (Dawson & Dawson, 1996). Dawson also suggests that the most
important factor in outplacement services is the "process," which “brings about psychological
and skill-related changes and developments within an individual program participant or "client,"
and leads to placement. All other factors must support and enhance this process.”
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Sathe (2017) emphasizes that choosing the right outplacement firm and services are
critical to protecting the employer brand and lessening unemployment taxes. Sathe goes on to
highlight the importance of corporations measuring their outplacement provider's value and
program worth by tracking the success of their outplaced employees. Sathe suggests
corporations should measure program success by tracking employees’ time to land, landing rates,
engagement in the program, which impacts perception on employer brand, satisfaction with
services, and net provider scores (would they recommend your brand or company to a friend)
(Sathe, 2017).
However, in his 1996 research, Wooten saw that little had been done at that time to
measure the value of varied approaches to outplacement services from the coachee perspective.
Without understanding what is valuable from the coachee or client perspective, it is hard to know
where to put time, effort, and energy into the process. Wooten described four levels of analysis
to measure outplacement services and career coaching effectiveness: 1) program content, 2)
search effectiveness, 3) cost/utility, and 4) client (coachee) reactions/satisfaction. Interestingly,
Wooten concluded that at level 1, program content, lacked research on the development of a
central theory of outplacement counseling that truly incorporated vocational psychology,
assessment, and counseling psychology. At level 2, search effectiveness, no longitudinal studies
had yet been conducted to examine long-term impacts; instead only a few studies and reports
attempted to look at hard effectiveness issues such as placement rates, length of job search, and
so forth (Hill & Fannin, 1991; Wegman, 1979). Level 3 research designed to understand true
costs associated with these services or their utility was sparse. And finally, Wooten states that
for level 4 analysis, client (coachee) reactions/satisfaction, even less data and research exists
(Wooten, 1996, pp. 109-110).
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Wooten’s (1996) exploratory went on to examine client satisfaction with outplacement
services by having outplacement consultants send surveys to over 150 clients, approximately 45
days after completion of services. He asked clients/coachees to rate 11 elements on a 3-point
satisfaction scale. The 11 elements included items such as degree of consultant support, physical
office space of service provider, administrative services, and office equipment availability. He
found that training in job search techniques and preparation for job search held significant value
to outplacement clients/coachees. Furthermore, assisting clients/coachees to stay focused and
positive after a setback was more likely to increase satisfaction than factors such as materials,
administrative support, and equipment. This study only measured short-term satisfaction with
the services provided and not the long-term impacts on career success from the coachee’ s
perspective. (Wooten, 1996).
In the Marzucco and Hansez’s study published in 2016, they determined that literature
related to outplacement still mainly focused on the outplacement beneﬁts for the downsizing
organization and their remaining or surviving employees, rather than for outplacement clients.
(Marzucco & Hansez, 2016). The researchers sought to measure perceived outplacement
services value from the perspective of the client/coachee because, to their knowledge, no
comprehensive study had yet been conducted. The study measured value in terms of “overall
justice,” which they translated as the coachees’ perceived fairness attributed to the organization
they were exiting, and examined the mediating role of the individual coachee’s perceptions of
outplacement adequacy and beneﬁts of outplacement on the view of their former organization.
The results of their study provided support for their assumptions that coachees form overall
justice perceptions about their former organization based on the experience of adequate career

11

counseling. In turn, their level of satisfaction correlates with their negative emotions, perceived
well-being, future perspectives, and job search (Marzucco & Hansez, 2016).
Martin and Lekan (2008) also acknowledged in their article, “Individual differences in
outplacement success,” that the vast array of outplacement services had not been carefully
evaluated and that their benefits, therefore, were not widely understood. The authors followed
53 executives and their career successes post-reemployment to consider the role of individual
differences in determining outplacement success. They used the Big Five personality traits
framework, as measured by the occupational personality questionnaire (OPQ) to support their
hypothesis that the personality traits of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to
experience, make a signiﬁcant contribution to the understanding of outplacement effectiveness
both during and after transition (Harry & Dennis, 2008; Martin & F. Lekan, 2008). Findings
from this study speak to how individual personality traits of a coached executive impact their
success and supports the importance of personality assessments on the front end of outplacement
to maximize impacts. However, it still does not address the value or impact of the specific
services offered to the coachee or identify which are the most valuable to an individual and in
what order.
To further study the worth and value of specific outplacement services from the
client/coachee perspective, it is important to get more granular in terms of success measures.
Gowan aims to investigate changes in the psychological well-being over time for individuals
who experienced a career disruption in the form of a company closing. The paper examines the
relationships between employability, well-being, and job satisfaction and seeks to expand on
previous work of job loss relative to the long-term impact (Gowan, 2012). Data was collected
from 73 employees directly following job loss and then 6 years later. The practical implication of
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his study is to provide high-level metrics that would guide the design and administration of
outplacement and related programs focused on increasing employability and psychological wellbeing (Gowan, 2012).
In their meta-analysis of predictors of career success, Ng, Ebty, Sorensen, and Feldmen
(2005) set out to explain career success metrics in terms of value using two constructs: .(Ng,
Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 2005) 1) objective career success/value or externally observable
measures, such as salary attainment, performance reviews and longevity in an organization or
career track; and 2) subjective career success/value or intrinsic measures by individuals’
subjective judgments about their career attainments, such as job and career satisfaction, (Ng et
al., 2005). Using these constructs developed by Ng et al. (2005) as its base, this study explores
which components of the career transition process are most valuable to the client (coachee) when
working with an outplacement firm and/or career coach after a company restructure, downsizing
or reorganization, especially in the digital age.
II.2 Traditional Outplacement, Occupational Choice, and Career Direction Clarity
Traditionally, career decision making has been seen as a structured, linear activity
involving a series of steps including self-discovery, career planning, personal branding, and job
search. (Greenhaus, Callanan, & Godshalk, 2010). A traditional outplacement model looks much
like Figure 1 below:
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Figure 1: Traditional Career Transition/outplacement Model - Right Management (2019)

The underpinning of this traditional outplacement/career transition process is
occupational choice and career direction clarity. As the world of work continues to evolve, so
have theories on occupational choice and career direction. The digitization and automation of
work might be one of the most important issues to shape the future nature of career choices,
career development, and career counseling (Hirschi, 2018). Before addressing the effects of this
new digital frontier on career choice, career development and career transition coaching, it’s
important to understand the background and evolution of these underpinnings. Lock (2004) in
his book, Taking Charge of Your Career Direction references seven seminal theories and/or
groups of theories that have paved the way in occupational choice and career development.
These seven theories reflect several major schools of vocational psychology. An overview of
each of these theories or bodies of theories is provided in Table 3 below:
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Table 3: Theories of Occupational Choice and Career Direction Clarity
Theories of Occupational Choice and Career Direction Clarity
Theory Title

Author(s)

Date

Summary

Occupational Choice

Ann Roe

1956

Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of personality, upbringing, and
psychological needs. Career decisions in
service industries are more likely functions
of “warm environments” and science and
technology are more likely “cold
environments.”

Holland’s Theory of
Career

John Holland

1997

Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of “motivation, personality,
knowledge and ability.” This theory
resulted in the Holland Code. A set of six
principles for a self-directed career search
(Realistic, Investigative, Artistic, Social,
Investigative, Conventional).

Theories of Career
Development

Eli Ginzberg &
Associates

1951

Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of three developmental stages
through which everyone passes; (1)
fantasy, (2) tentative, and (3) realistic.
Donald Super identified five categories
thru which career choices are eliminated or
retained; (1) growth, (2) exploration, (3)
establishment, (4) maintenance, and (5)
disengagement.

Donald Super

1957

Social Learning
Theory of Career
Selection

John Krumboltz

1976

Social Cognitive
Career Theory

Robert W. Lent,
Steven D.
Brown and Gail
Hackett

1994

Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of behaviors and thoughts subject
to four factors; (1) genetic characteristics,
(2) environmental conditions and events,
(3) past learning experiences, and (4) skills
performance standards and values.
Behaviors that are either positively or
negatively reinforced help drive career
decision making.
Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of three factors; (1) self-efficacy
beliefs, (2) outcome expectations, and (3)
personal goals. SCCT focuses on the
interaction of three aspects of career
development: (1) developing career
interests, (2) making career choices, and
(3) obtaining career success.
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Personal Construct
Theory

George Kelly

1955

Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of eleven factors set forth in
Kelly’s Repertory Grid Technique (RGT).
These factors provide a defined framework
by which people define their experiences to
help explain and anticipate events. For
career choices, RGT made and are likely to
make.

Integrative Life
Planning

L. Sunny
Hansen

2001

Occupational decisions are primarily a
function of six critical life tasks; (1),
finding work that needs doing, (2) weaving
our lives into a meaningful whole, (3),
connecting family and work, (4) valuing
pluralism in a meaningful whole, (5)
managing personal transitions and
organizational change and (6) experiencing
spirituality and life purpose. ILP is a
holistic career-planning model that relates
work to other life roles instead of a linear
process of choosing a vocation.

Adapted from (Lock, 2004)
The following is a more in-depth review of each of these occupational choice and career
direction clarity theories or body of theories:
Roe’s Theory of Occupational Choice (psychoanalytic school of thought). Roe
theorized that early childhood experiences and how a person is raised is strongly related to their
occupational choices (Roe & Hutchinson, 1969). For example, a person is likely to choose a
career that reflects the psychological climate of the home in which they were raised. A warm
and loving home, one that is accepting, will produce someone who chooses a career that is
oriented towards people such as service, business contact and connection with others, arts and
culture. While someone from a colder, neglectful, or rejecting environment is more likely to
choose a career that is geared towards ideas rather than people, such as technology or science.
Roe developed an occupational classification system with eight groups of occupations and six
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occupation levels, forming 48 cells in which occupations can be placed (Roe & Hutchinson,
1969). When tested, the relationship between childhood experience and adult career choices were
not as strong as Roe anticipated. Nevertheless, the theory was the first to suggest personality,
upbringing and psychological needs had a major influence in career choice (Lock, 2004).
Holland’s Theory of Career (person-environment fit school of thought) - John Holland
advances the career choice research by hypothesizing career choice is based on personality and
developing The Holland Code. The Holland Code is based on the notion that
“The choice of an occupation is an expressive act which reflects the person’s
motivation, knowledge, personality, and ability. Occupations represent a way of life, an
environment rather than a set of isolated work functions or skills. To work as a carpenter
means not only to use tools but also to have a certain status, community role, and a
special pattern of living” (Holland, 1997).

Holland’s work assumes that most people can be classified into six different personality
orientations: realistic, investigative, artistic, social, enterprising, or conventional. These
orientations map to typical occupations. There are 720 possible combinations or patterns that
describe unique personality types. Holland also used these types to label typical work
environments, allowing people to search work environments that best suited their skills, values,
etc. Holland created a “Self-Directed Search” inventory which helps determine what type of
personality orientation a person resembles. (Sharif, 2017)
Theories of Career Development: Ginzberg and Super (developmental school of
thought). Eli Ginzberg and associates (1951) and Donald Super (1957) based their work on the
notion that vocational choices are a result of developmental stages through which everyone
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progresses. Ginzberg views career development as a long-term process that is divided into three
periods: fantasy, tentative, and realistic periods.
Super also developed a theory based on stages. He focuses on career as a process and a
series of choices. Through the process, a person eliminates some alternatives and retains others.
Eventually the process narrows down into occupational choice” (Super, 1957). According to
Super, vocational maturity occurs when one develops attitudes, performing behaviors and
complete tasks appropriate at certain stages in life. This does not always occur in a well-ordered
sequence. For example, a person reaching the maintenance stage may decide to change their
career choice and cycle back to exploration (Zunker, 2002).
Krumboltz’ Social Learning Theory (behavioral school of thought). Krumbolz, a
social learning theorist identifies four types of influences on career decisions: 1) Genetic
characteristics; 2) Environmental conditions and events; 3) Past learning experiences; 4) Skills,
performance standards and values (Mitchell, Jones, & Krumboltz, 1979)
In career planning, your skills are used in clarifying values, setting goals, predicting
future events, generating occupational alternatives, seeking information, interpreting past events,
and eliminating and selecting alternatives. Actions are behaviors you have learned and put into
practice, such as applying for a new job. Positive reinforcement, such as praise or recognition
encourages you to support your preferences and take action like add a new skill or choose a
certain occupation. No reinforcement or negative reinforcement will act as a punishment for
your preferences and dissuade you for a certain direction (Lock, 2004).
Social Cognitive Theories of Career Development (CIP, self -efficacy, SCCT school of
thought).
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Cognitive Information Processing (CIP) theory states that your brain takes in, codes,
stores and uses information in problem solving and that a career decision is a problem-solving
activity. Career choices are based on how you think and feel about experiences in life and your
life-long learning and growth. The quality of your vocational life is based on how well you make
career decisions. You can improve these abilities by improving cognitive processing abilities.
CIP includes five

information processing skills CASVE: 1) communication; 2) analysis; 3)

synthesis; 4) valuing; 5) execution (Reardon, Lenz, Sampson, & Peterson, 2000).
Self-efficacy theory concerns a person’s judgements about his or her ability to plan and
take action required to produce desired outcomes (Bandura, 1986). How you assess your
competency to accomplish your goals influences your educational and career choices (Bertz and
Hackett, 1986). Low self-efficacy can prevent a person from making an effective career choice,
however an honest and appropriate appraisal of your abilities can give you confidence.
Social Cognitive Career Theory (SSCT) talks about thinking processes and beliefs. It
focuses on three processes: 1) self-efficacy; 2) outcome expectations; 3) personal goals (Lock,
2004).
Personal Construct Theory (PCT) (humanistic school of thought)
All of us have a set of constructs by which we make sense of the world. Constructs are
sentences or groups of sentences we use to structure the world we experience. PCT is based on
the work by George Kelly (1955) and just recently applied to career decision making. Kelly
argued that we each view or construct the world differently and that we have all kinds of
constructs that apply to different aspects of our life. The career construct is the construct that
applies to our career and work choices. As we grow and develop, career constructs become
clearer and changes as we experience life events (marriage, graduation, being laid off, etc.).
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Kelly came up with the Repertory Test (Rep Test) to aid counselors and clients identify personal
constructs. The test was adapted by Grig Niemeyer (1992) for career counseling. (Lock 2005).
Integrative Life Planning (ILP school of thought)
A holistic career-planning model that views work in terms of its relationship to other
roles in life instead of just a linear process of choosing a vocation (Hansen, 2001). ILP is based
on six interactive critical life tasks: 1) Finding work that needs doing; 2) Weaving our lives into
a meaningful whole; 3) Connecting family and work; 4) Valuing pluralism and an inclusive
world view; 5) Managing personal transitions and organizational change; 6) Experiencing
spirituality and life purpose (Lock, 2004).
Since Lock’s book, there has been further work done in this area. The most recent work
in career planning and development suggests that in this digital, fast-paced world, old models
still stand the test of time with some modifications. The most recent evolution of the Cognitive
Theories of Career Development and Integrative Life Planning of Career Development is
“Career Life Preparedness,” which involves:
“a healthy state of vigilance regarding threats to one’s career well-being as well as
alertness to resources and opportunities on which one can capitalize. Most importantly,
preparedness can lead to the use of proactive strategies to manage barriers, build
supports, and otherwise advocate for one’s own career-life future. . . [It] encourages a
focus on anticipating, coping with, and, to the extent possible, bouncing back from
adverse work-life events. (Lent, 2013).”
Consistent with the career life preparedness theory, it is important to anticipate threats to
employment before they occur. “This may be likened to preparing a figurative escape plan or
emergency kit (Lent, 2013).”
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Analysis of Occupational Choice and Career Direction Theories
In today’s fast-moving environment, where soundbites are most persuasive, this research
boils direction clarity down to its most simplistic, fundamental form and application. A person
in career transition needs to understand who they are, what they bring to the table and what they
want to accomplish in their next transition(s) (www.forbes.com 2013). Therefore, for purposes
of this study, career direction clarity is comprised of three elements: 1) self-discovery or ‘who
am I’; 2) experiences or ‘what have I accomplished’; 3) short and long-term goals or ‘what do I
want to do’. These three key elements are put forth by the researcher as the fundamental pillars
of understanding, defining, refining and being able to clearly articulate a cohesive and concise
career story based on decades of experience, marketplace exposure, and practical research.
This research further argues that although all of the aforementioned career theories help
drive the three elements of career direction, only a few address the full definition of career
direction clarity as defined in this study. Also, only some Cognitive Theories of Career
Development and the Career Life Preparedness Theory touch on the ability to communicate
career direction clarity in a simple manner touching on all three elements throughout the career
transition process. The following Table 4 compares and contrasts the theories in terms of their
focus on these three elements of gaining clarity as well as the communication thereof.
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Table 4: Analysis of Occupational Choice Theories in Terms of Career Direction Clarity
Occupational Choice Theory

1

Roes Theory of Occupational

Dir. Clarity (1): Dir. Clarity (2): Dir. Clarity (3):

Becoming Unconsciously

Who Am I?

Competent at

What Have I

What Do I Want to

(Focuses on Self- Accomplished? Do?

understanding, refining,

Discovery)

(Focuses on

(Focuses on Short-

defining &

Experiences)

and Long-Term

communicating Career

Career Goals)

Direction Clarity

Significant focus No focus

No focus

No focus

Choice
2

Holland’s Theory of Careers

Significant focus No focus

No focus

No focus

3

Theories of Career

Significant focus Some focus*

No focus

No focus

Significant focus Some focus*

Some focus

No focus

Significant focus Some focus*

Some focus

Some focus

Significant focus Some focus**

No focus

No focus

Some focus

No focus

Development: Ginzberg &
Super
4

Krumboltz’s Social Learning
Theory

5

Cognitive Theories of Career
Development

6

Personal Construct Theory
(PCT)

7

Integrative Life Planning

Significant focus Some focus**

8

Career Life Preparedness

Significant focus Some focus*** Some focus

Some focus

* Could include personal life and work experiences, but focuses more on work experiences
**Could include personal life and work experiences, but focuses more on personal life experiences

The above analysis highlights that self-discovery is a common element found in
occupational choice theories throughout time. However, these theories have focused differently
in terms of experience. Earlier theories dating back to the 1950’s did not focus on life or work
experiences at all. As the vocational choice theory progressed, experiences became an important
factor in direction clarity, first work experiences and eventually personal life experiences. This
became more prevalent in the late 1970’s. Short- and long-term career goal setting was minimal
or non-existent in the majority of these fundamental occupational choice theories. Yet goal
setting is a proven technique in career management (Greco & Kraimer, 2019). More
importantly, only the cognitive theories of career development and career life preparedness
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spoke to the importance of communicating career direction clarity throughout the process to
continue to identify gaps and access resources. Overall, there is little focus on the importance of
simply and clearly communicating career direction in order to forward the career transition
process, which is critical to digital age career transition
II.3 Career Transition in the Digital Age
Many external factors in the 21st century have led to the changing nature of careers and
thus, the need for a new approach to career management, and specifically career transition.
Hirschi states, “The accelerating digitization and automation of work, known as The Fourth
Industrial Revolution, will have an enormous impact on individuals’ career experiences. Yet, the
academic literature in vocational psychology and career research has been remarkably silent on
this trend so far.” (Hirschi, 2018).
Environmental factors such as economic and financial crises, the exponential evolution of
technology, workplace globalization, and the change in the employment relationship between
employer and employee all have given rise to the gig economy and alternative ways of working.
In addition, these changes have resulted in a loss of low and medium skilled jobs, causing the
need to approach employment and employability in a new way when career transitioning
(Callanan, Perri, & Tomkowicz, 2017).
Environmental impacts on work and careers have implications for career choice and
decision-making. “The need [is] for workers to be in a state of constant readiness and
willingness to move to a new career venture as circumstances dictate. Indeed, more modern
career theories, such as the protean and boundaryless concepts (Greenhaus, Callanan, &
DiRenzo, 2008; Tams & Arthur, 2006), along with the life-designing paradigm and approaches
(Nota & Rossier, 2015; Savickas et al., 2009), stress the importance of flexibility in career
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decision making in reaction” (Callanan et al., 2017). This is most consistent with the Career Life
Preparedness Theory discussed previously. Table 5 below provides a summary of environmental
factors impacting careers in the digital age.

Table 5: Summary of External Factors Impacting Careers in the Digital Age

Adapted from (Yarnall, 2007)

In the digital age, career management runs headlong into a variety of factors that make
the process “messy.” Career theorists, sociologists, economists, and others have recognized this
shift or movement into greater career uncertainty caused by this confluence of environmental
factors (Bland & Roberts-Pittman, 2014; Bullard, 2014; Cappelli & Keller, 2013b; Kalleberg,
2009).
In addition, not only is the need for career management and transition to be more fluid, it
must also be more iterative, and requires a whole new set of job search skills. The internet has
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changed method, mode, and content delivery, thus career search as well. Specifically, the
internet has become:
•

“a careers library through which individuals can search and source information, for
example, information about what different jobs involve or how much someone can earn

•

a marketplace where individuals can find and apply for job vacancies and to attend a
college course

•

a space for establishing and maintaining contacts and networks, for example through
social media sites like LinkedIn or Twitter

•

a media channel through which individuals can raise their profiles and manage
reputations, for example, through personal websites or blogs.”

This new context for career development provides additional implications for career coaches and
their clients. The need to be digitally savvy as well as polished and concise is crucial (2017,
November, What Skills are Needed to Manage Personal and Career Development in the Digital
Age)
This study asks the questions about how essential, in this digital age, career direction
clarity and telling “your career story” with the guidance of a coach is to the career transition
process. It examines today’s fast-moving and far-reaching environment, where soundbites are
currency. It boils direction clarity down to its elemental form and application. It looks at how
individuals in career transition needs to understand who they are, what they bring to the table,
and what they want to accomplish in their next transition(s). “It’s the 30-second speech that
summarizes who you are, what you do, and why you’d be a perfect candidate.”
http://www.forbes.com/sites/nextavenue/2013/02/04/the-perfect-elevator-pitch-to-land-a-job/
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II.4 Learning Mastery and Unconscious Competence
Although the literature is imprecise, Cannon and colleagues (2014) attribute the portions
of learning mastery theory that explains moving from unconscious incompetence to unconscious
competence to William Howell (Cannon, Feinstein, & Friesen, 2014). In The Empathic
Communicator, Howell (1982) describes levels of communication competence that help
educators reﬂect on where learners may be in any situation. His theory defines how learners’
transition from one level to the next. Learners at Level 1 (unconscious incompetence) do not
recognize that they are miscommunicating. As they move into Level 2 (conscious
incompetence), learners recognize their mistakes, but they are generally unable to correct or
resolve the problem. Howell writes, ‘‘The third level [conscious competence] adds
understanding ... knowing what you do and why it works or does not work.’’ The fourth level
(unconscious competence) and ﬁfth level (unconscious super competence) are where experts’
function and skillful interaction appear effortless. Experts are able to modify their interactions
with others as needed without thinking about or analyzing them. Morell et al (2002) observe that
‘‘As with any new learning, students must recognize their need to learn before they can embrace
new knowledge, [skills, and attitudes]. Students who do not recognize this need are
‘unconsciously incompetent and must move to ‘conscious incompetence before learning will
occur.’’ (Morell, Sharp, & Crandall, 2002). Creating awareness of students’ ‘‘incompetence’’
must occur in a safe environment, carefully facilitated by the faculty (Crandall, George, Marion,
& Davis, 2003).
In Leadership in Healthcare: Essential Values and Skills, Dye (2017) offers the
following graphic and explanation to illustrate the four stages of learning and mastery for leaders
in terms of developing their leadership values (see Figure 2).

26

Figure 2: Learning and Mastery Process
(Dye, 2017)
Dye describes the stages as follows:
Stage 1: Unconscious Incompetence – ‘You don’t know that you don’t know.’ This stage
is the most difficult because leaders are unaware of their own perspective and their mistakes.
Stage 2: Conscious Incompetence – ‘You know that you don’t know.’ This stage is
probably the most important step toward learning, because you realize that your performance
needs work, but you are not sure what to do.
Stage 3: Conscious Competence – ‘You know that you know.’ …At this stage, they
(leaders) start developing and honing their potential. Leaders work hard to put into practice
appropriate skills, but the skills are not part of their natural habits yet.
Stage 4: Unconscious Competence – ‘You don’t know that you know’. This stage is the
ultimate level of development because the activities here flow smoothly without thought or
hesitation.
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How does this learning mastery construct impact the career transition process and how
do stories help build learning mastery throughout the process?
Storytelling as a Learning Mastery Tool
Story telling has existed for thousands of years. It is a form of communication that is
powerful and enduring (Alterio, 2003). Signs of stories can be found in all primitive and ancient
cultures and have been used to educate, inform, warn, and entertain. Specifically, storytelling is
recognized as a valuable learning or pedagogical tool which helps a learner master content
(Greene, Koh, Bonnici, & Chase, 2015). It is historically one of the best pedagogical tools
available to meet learning objectives as it ensures easy learning and has a high retention rate
(Mohan & Nair, 2018).
When educators support students to share and process their experiences, storytelling can:
encourage co-operative activity; encompass holistic perspectives; value emotional realities; link
theory to practice; stimulate students' critical thinking skills; capture complexities of situations;
reveal multiple perspectives; make sense of experience; encourage self-review; construct new
knowledge (Alterio, 2003). These are the same benefits storytelling can bring to the career
transition process as coachees master their career story.
Interesting, the quality of the story matters. In a 2015 study, Green et al. (2015) found
that learners presented with more well-planned structured stories, outperformed students who
were presented spontaneous, anecdotal stories. Perfecting clarity and structure in a story matters
to learning mastery. The art of storytelling can also be helpful to students when they are feeling
overwhelmed and have a hard time ‘finding the forest through the trees’ (Khawar, 2019). This is
similar to how a coachee feels after being downsized, reorganized, or restructured out of a job.
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Thus, telling career stories over and over throughout the career transition process can lend itself
to both clarity and learning mastery.
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III CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
III.1 Design Rationale
This exploratory research uses in-depth biographical interviews to examine the
importance of understanding, defining, refining, and clarifying career direction while mastering
or becoming unconsciously competent at communicating your career story during the career
transition process in today’s digital age. It includes interviews with fourteen individuals who
used outplacement services and/or independent career transition coachees to inform and support
their career transition. These individuals were outplaced from Fortune 500 companies within the
last three years due to restructures, reorganizations, and/or downsizings.
III.2 Procedures
The researcher recruited the interview participants based on recommendations from a
network of diverse career coaches and outplacement firm coaches and clients, known as
coachees. All information provided in the interviews is kept confidential and not attributed
directly to an individual but is shared in an aggregate form within the findings. Individual
interview results were not disclosed to the other participants in the study.
To ensure privacy and protect confidentiality during the interview, each interview took
place over the phone with only the interviewer and interviewee in the discussion. All interviews
were digitally recorded and transcribed. Prior to each interview, the referring coach and/or the
researcher directly shared the invitation to participate in the study, which summarized the
research intent along with the informed consent document. Information was exchanged using a
neutral, unique email address specifically used for this research. Before starting the interview,
each participant was asked to orally consent that they read and agreed to the informed consent
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document. Interviews were recorded only after consent was received. Each interview lasted
approximately 45 minutes to one hour.
The research team kept records private to the extent allowed by law. Only the Principal
Investigator (PI), student investigators, and transcriptionist had access to the information
provided by the participant.
Each interviewee was assigned a random identification number. The researcher used this
number rather than a name on both paper and electronic study records. A code sheet that links
the participant ID with the name was created and stored separately from the study data to protect
the participant's privacy. The PI and student investigator were the only persons who had access
to this code sheet. All electronic materials related to interviews (digital audio recordings and
transcripts) were stored as password-protected files on the PI's and student investigator’s
computers. These computers are protected by a username, password, and firewall. The code
sheet, all paper documents and digital audio recordings produced for this research will be stored
for fifteen years and then destroyed. Names and other facts that might identify individual
participants do not appear in the study findings or results. The findings are summarized and
reported in group form. No participant is identified personally.
III.3 Data Collection
Based on the nature of this research, in-depth interviews were particularly poignant. Indepth interviewing when used in the social science research context is more subtle and provides
more meanings and interpretations that individuals give to their lives and events (Minichiello,
Aroni, & Hays, 2008)
Interviewees were invited directly by the researcher, an outplacement coach or career
coach, or by a referring coachee. Appendices C, D, and E detail the specific emails written for
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each scenario. The interviews took place between December 2019 and April 2020. As informed
by Mile, Huberman and Saldana (2013), the interviews were semi-structured in nature. Semistructured interviews allowed a less strict interview protocol with more room for open-ended
questioning. As such, probing questions were used throughout each interview to elicit
information more fully after the original questions were posed (Minichiello et al., 2008). Before
starting, each participant was asked to review and verbally agree to their consent (see Appendix
G for the informed consent form). After consent was received, the interviews were recorded and
subsequently transcribed. The interviews were approximately forty-five to sixty minutes long.
Over 170 pages of interview data were collected.
III.4 Demographics
Descriptions. Table 6 provides an overview of the interviewee background data:
Table 6: Case Background Information: Level, Length in Role, Length of Transition,
Reason for Leaving
Interviewee
code
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14

Current Level
C-Suite
C-Suite
VP
C-Suite
Director
C-Suite
Senior
Manager
Director
VP
Director
C-Suite
C-Suite
Director
VP

How Long in
Role
(yrs.)
3 years
3 months
14 months
11 months
14 months
9 months
5 months

Length of
Career
Transition
5 months
3 months
9 months
4 months
9 months
9 months
6 months

5 months
7 months
4 months
3 years
15 months
2 years
10 months

12 months
2 months
15 months
2 years
4 months
9 months
10 months

Reason for
leaving
Reorganization
Reorganization
Restructure
Downsizing
Reorganization
Reorganization
Reorganization
Reorganization
Reorganization
Reorganization
Reorganization
Restructure
Restructure
Reorganization
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III.5 Data Analysis
Coding was conducted using NVivo 12 Plus for Windows. The interviews were analyzed
as informed by Charmaz, who states that “Through studying data, comparing them, and writing
memos, we define ideas that best fit and interpret the data as tentative analytic categories”
(Charmaz, 2014, p. 4). At this point, the data was transferred to Excel to provide a better cross
view of the data and to explore emerging themes. The data was organized as a matrix in which
the columns were labeled as interviewee code, with each row representing a summarized
response to each interview question. In addition, separate Excel sheets were used for each major
theme. A second cycle of coding was completed, which included analytic memos and jottings,
also known as “analytic sticky notes” (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013). After analyzing and
comparing data in both NVivo 12 and Excel, seven themes and seven subthemes were identified.
Reflexivity and reliability of the data was also key to the process. Reflexivity is “having
propositional attitudes towards oneself, especially a desire to understand and improve oneself”
(Minichiello, 1995). The primary researcher consistently applied the interview protocol across
all interviewees but did improve the process along the way by eliminating one question subcomponent of question 10 from the protocol. Question 10 probes on which component is the
most important part of direction clarity: self-discovery, accomplishments and experiences, or
short or long-term goals. This probe was eliminated after several interviewees struggled with
comparing these components.
Reliability is “the extent to which a method of data collection gives a consistent
reproducible result when used in similar circumstances by different researchers at different
times” (Minichiello, 1995). The coding process was checked for inter-rater reliability to ensure
consistency. Three researchers including the primary researcher coded three interviews in
EXCEL. When comparing the coded data, a 92% inter-rater reliability was achieved.
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Researchers discussed any different interpretations of events and transcripts and resolved issues.
The resulting data supports the high-level themes and sub themes as discussed in the analysis.
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IV CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS FROM INTERVIEWS
Several themes emerged from the fourteen in-depth biographical interviews. In reflecting on the
three research questions, seven pertinent themes and seven subthemes are explored below in the
findings of this study (see table 7). Key observations from respondents are explained, and
differences among the interviewees are highlighted. All three research questions are addressed
within the themes and subthemes and summarized in the Summary of Findings at the end of this
section.
IV.1 Thematic Overview
Table 7: Themes and Subthemes
Themes/subthemes
1.
The value of outplacement firms and career coaches in creating and
executing a career plan.
2.
The start of a career transition process with personal branding and/or
networking.
3.

The Impacts of Career Direction clarity on the career tranistion process.
a.
The impact of clarifying ‘who I am” on career direction
b.
The impact of career experiences and accomplishments on the
career direction.
c.
The impact of goal setting on career direction clarity
i.Time orientation. Short-term versus long-term career goals.

4.

Communicating a “career story” via networking.

5.

The evolution of the career story throughout the career transition process.

6.

Digital age impacts.
a.
Tools used
b.
Speed of connection
c.
Communication style and channels

7.
Insights from those who have been there for those in career transition and
for the professionals providing support to those in career transition.
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1. The value of outplacement firms and career coaches in creating and executing a career
plan.

Outplacement firms and career coaches were definitely helpful in the career transition
process and specifically in creating and executing a career plan. Outplacement services
and/or career coaches guided coachees through the transition process by providing structure
and plans, tools, and classes. These resources served as the bases for creating a cohesive and
concise career story, personal branding, and step-by-step search process. Appendix H
provides samples of a typical planning tools that help guide those in transition and get them
moving forward.
Additionally, these outplacement services and coaches created systems and processes
for emotional support and opportunities for networking. This was particularly important for
these senior-level executives who were either provided with outplacement services through
their company after a restructure, downsizing or reorganization, or they procured their own
career coach to assist them. Losing a job after a restructure, downsizing of reorganization
often causes additional stress and leaves people feeling vulnerable, especially for those with
long tenure who have not had to look for a job in a long time. The following reflects
sentiments about the outplacement service and/or career coach:
1: “I loved working with the career coach and actually have referred a lot of my
really good friends [to her]..”
3: “I hired a career coach that was recommended to me by several different people
who was excellent. We spent a lot of time on positioning and making sure my
resume and LinkedIn were aligned with what I wanted.” …. [The] job search
strategic plan was extremely helpful for me”
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4:“So I worked with the private coach more on kind of the emotional side… and the
other individual [a separate career coach] helped me, prepare kind of the talking
points, both for colleagues in the company and, what I would say as I started to build
my network plan and then when outplacement services came available, I started to
work on refining my resume, and refining my LinkedIn profile”
7: “The career coach - she was, she was really fantastic. She had a whole, sort of step
by step process… I definitely spent, [spent] a lot of time, with my career coach. It
was good that the company offered me that opportunity. I think that was really
fantastic, you know, instrumental.”
8. “my company did provide outplacement services for me…they actually, provided
resources for people. They had, some workshops by outside professionals, about
networking, about resume writing. And then even did like formal pictures, so that
people would have nice headshots that they could represent on things. So that was,
something that company did that was beneficial… [It]was very helpful to, to attend
the classes as well as to network with the other individuals that were in
outplacement.”
11: “I, working with my career coach, had clarity about what it is I wanted to do,
then really started to strategize around how could I potentially identify a body of
work or make myself available as a resource for a body at work within my current
organization.”
12: “well I took full advantage of the outplacement service… I don't even know the
last time I looked for a job [and I am not sure how to do it].”

2. The start of a career transition process with personal branding and/or networking
People often start their career transition process with personal branding efforts and
networking activities. When asked to describe the steps interviewees took and the tools they used
during their career transition, most interviewees stated that they worked with their career coach
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and/or outplacement firm to start with the visible, easy to address, personal branding efforts, and
networking activities. Personal branding included things such as updating their resume, their
LinkedIn profile, and taking their professional picture. Networking was also a common first
step, and most often started with LinkedIn contacts and on-line, virtual networking:

1: “[First steps included] refining my resume and cover letter, working on things
like my LinkedIn and the networking piece. We came up with some specific goals for
that.”
3: “I started on my resume and spent a lot of time on LinkedIn. I signed up for
LinkedIn Premium, and they had a lot of job support training modules that were really
helpful.”
4: “I started to work on refining my resume, refining my LinkedIn profile and [it]
was a lot in, in terms of a LinkedIn profile that I needed kind of up-to-date best thinking
about how to best position yourself.”
5: “So networking was a number one, so[I] networked like crazy. In fact, did it
probably too much. You know, you need time to be able to follow up and …and my first
thing was just to get out to as many people that I already knew as possible to start things.
So, it's networking. It's creating a target list. It’s, you know, and this is not in order, but
it's defining what you want. It's updating your resume, updating your LinkedIn…”
6: “I downloaded all my contacts from LinkedIn and my personal contact list, and
I'm a type A and so I went through and pulled it together and categorized them [contacts]
by the relationships that I had and tagged them by areas of interest.”
10: “did use the executive coach that was available to me, as well as kind of some
of their tool kit around, getting a better resume together, building a social media profile,
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leveraging some of the job sites to really kind of use your network, figure out where there
might be opportunities you might not have been aware.”
Working on personal branding such as a resume and Linked in profile was usually the
first step because it was a task that made interviewees feel in control of their journey, mitigating
the fear that they were out of work and approaching an overwhelming task, perhaps one they had
not done in many years or at all. These visible tasks began to build confidence and a baseline
understanding of career direction:
4: “doing your resume and doing your LinkedIn profile gives you a sense of
you're doing something right and moving forward.”
12. “I had 227 total [career transition] activities, 169 where I was talking and then
I categorized some other things that resulted in some output. I did that so that I, even if I
wasn't seeing something that I thought was encouraging, I could see, well, I've been busy,
I'm doing all the right things. It's very similar to sales, right, where you can't control
what ultimately happens. And as a sales leader, you can only control behaviors and
management of those activities. So that's the approach that I took. It was vital. All of it.
You know, a body in motion tends to stay in motion. So, all of it by itself was not
enough. There was nothing that was like a silver bullet, but all of it together, kept me
moving and gave me, it was my job every day.”

3. The Impacts of Career Direction Clarity on the career transition process.
Career Direction Clarity is foundational to creating and telling your career story
throughout the career transition process. For purposes of this study, career direction clarity
contains three main components: 1) self-discovery or ‘who am I’; 2) experiences or ‘what have I
accomplished’; and 3) setting short and long-term goals or ‘what do I want’. The following
findings address the importance of each of these components.
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3.a. The impact of clarifying ‘who I am’ on career direction.
Self-discovery was an essential part of the understanding, defining, and refining career
direction clarity and thus, the career transition process. Understanding likes, dislikes, personality,
strengths, and value proposition help clarify career direction. It digs into what work and what
environments allow you to thrive. Career transitions are important crossroads that allows people
the chance to sit back and reflect on what they want out of a career and perhaps out their life.
They consider what changes they want to make in their current trajectory. Although this can be
nerve racking, many believe this is the most rewarding part of the process.
On average, as demonstrated in Table 8, when asked to rate how important self-discovery was to
the process, interviewees rated it an 8.07 out of 10.

Table 8: Impact of Self-discovery on the Career Transition Process
Interviewee Code
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
Average

Rating
9
6
8
8
10
9
10
8
8
8
10
2
7
10
8.07

Interviewees said the following about self-discovery in the career transition process:
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7: “the career coach… had a whole, sort of step by step process, which, started
with really digging in and trying to understand what was important for me… and aspects
I would prioritize for any given potential career or company that I would enjoy. That was
sort of the, first step of the process. And that was really, really helpful. I think in terms of
getting clarity on myself and certainly doing that sort of self-analysis…it was
monumental, in terms of the impact… Because it was literally the first time in my career
where I had been very intentional about what I wanted to go look for. So once I had that
nailed down, then that really helped in terms of figuring out how my skills and the
education that I had gotten, fed into that, and how I wanted to present, my experience and
my skills and the way that I really wanted to look at it. So, it was huge, fundamental in
fact… it's not hyperbole to say that, I think it was in many respects, the most important
step in the process.”
9: “I took the whole battery of tests over two- or three-week period and then sat
down with this career psychologist actually along with my husband so he could hear it as
well and went through all of the results of it. They take all these results and kind of come
up with a profile, and they look at are you cut out to be an entrepreneur? Are you cut out
to do, nonprofit executive director work? Are you cut out to do consulting? Are you cut
out to do whatever, and it goes through a whole list of types of roles…I pulled all that
back out, re-read it all and said, yep, I think it's still right.”
11: “I spent a lot time thinking about what it is I really wanted to do because I
would say probably I spent a lot of time initially thinking about what I didn't want to do
and not as much as around what I wanted to do. So once I, working with my career
coach, had clarity about what it is I wanted to do, then really starting to strategize around
how could I potentially identify a body of work or make myself available as a resource
for a body of work within my current organization… So, taking time to really look at
some of my assessment results, to really think through what works, and what was the
work that gave me joy.”
There was only one interviewee that did not place as great a weight on self-discovery:
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12: “I know who I am. I don't have any questions about myself, which doesn't
mean that I'm not open to changing or learning. I'm naturally curious, so I'm always sort
of in that, in a trolling mode. The thing that I needed to do after 12 years at XYZ
company, was to disassociate myself from XYZ.”

3.b The impact of experiences and accomplishments on career direction
Experiences and accomplishments played a critical role in understanding, defining,
refining, and clarifying career direction and thus, the career story and career transition process.
Experiences and accomplishments not only provide the history and proof of achievements to
date, they often become a source of personal identity and inform the next best move. On
average, as demonstrated in Table 9, when asked to rate how important experiences and
accomplishments were to the process, interviewees rated the category an 8.64 out of 10.
Table 9: Impact of Experiences and Accomplishments on the Career Transition Process
Interviewee Code
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
Average

Rating
10
10
10
7
10
8.5
5.5
9.5
7.5
6
9.5
10
9
8.5
8.64

Interviewees said the following about experiences and accomplishments in the career
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transition process:
1: “I couldn't be in this role unless I had the experiences that I've had.”
3: “A tremendous amount. You are what your experiences and accomplishments
have made you”.
5: “Again, it's foundational because it's that experience that you look back on and
say, I liked that, I didn't like that. I enjoyed that, I didn't enjoy that, and that forms what
you want to do next. So that would be foundational as well.”
6: “[A] whole lot, but sort of the way I would phrase it is the opportunities that I
had opened doors on where I ended up.”

8: “[My] background and experiences, and my reputation certainly were critically
important to where I ended up…I would say I used it quite a bit, because I enjoyed the
work that I did and, and fortunately, had some very documented successes to be able to
talk about. So, I did rely on that a lot.”
10: “I definitely kind of tended toward things that I was familiar with, and
experiences I've had.”
12: “I don't know how you separate yourself [from your experiences and
accomplishments] unless you're just completely making a career change. I don't know
how you separate yourself from that. How can anything be more important than that?”
13: “They [your experiences and accomplishments are] ... the foundation. They
are the foundation of your story… If you don't have accomplishment and proof of
accomplishment, well then you'll just [be] chatting away.”

3.c The impact of goal-setting on career direction clarity.
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Short and long-term goals are crucial in setting and clarifying career direction. Short-term goals
most often included immediate job search tasks and activities and the mechanics of getting a
job.. Long-term goals focused on specific career desires such as finding a good environment,
achieving maximum job satisfaction, finding work-life balance and long-term earning potential.
On average, as demonstrated in Table 10, when asked to rate how important setting goals was to
direction clarity and the overall career transition process, interviewees rated goal setting a 7.79
out of 10.
Table 10: Impact of Short- and Long-term Goals on the Career Transition Process
Interviewee Code
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
Average

Rating
10
8
10
9
5
9.5
8.5
6
9
8
7
5
6
8
7.79

4: “[Career goals were] really important. Because once I did all this kind of selfdiscovery, I realized, I was really excited about doing something different. And being,
challenged in new ways. So, that depending how you define short-term, you know, one to
three years, the self-discovery made me really excited about kind of stepping outside my
comfort zone… and doing something totally different that would excite me, challenge
me, push me… Longer-term was less clear to me, because I was doing something totally
new, I just couldn't extrapolate out long-term how I was going to think about it, feel
about it. So, you know, really I was making decisions kind of one to three years.
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8: “Well I guess two pieces. One was my goal in terms of, you know, long-term
earnings potential. And I was at a place where fortunately I had some flexibility there, so
I could be a little more choosy about what I wanted to do. And then the other piece was in
terms of time horizon. I'm in my fifties, my time horizon was more five to 10 years, …I
was kind of looking at that more as short-term versus, [not being in my] twenties or
thirties and thinking, you know, the next 20 or 30 years, that's why I'm saying more shortterm.”
10. “Probably short-term. Just because I know that the kids aren't going to be here
forever. You know, I wanted to find something where I made a good salary, I'm happy to
do it, I liked the people, I had work life balance to be the mom at home.”

14: I think the long-term goals were more important for me and that short- term
would have been very easy. Just said go get a job.”
More specifically, interviewees said short-term goals guided activities to keep the process
moving, while long-term goals guided career direction.

1: “My career coach gave me those [short-term] goals every week, right? We
broke it down, so it made an overwhelming process not so overwhelming.”
11: “I'm not super great at goal setting just in general. … I would say my goals
were probably more short-term. They were probably more operational… the bigger, the
longer-term goal, the more the overarching goal was, identifying secure work. So that
was, that was the long-term goal, and that was very, very important.”
12: “[M]y short-term goal was get a job. So yeah, it was very clear to me. Now, I
was also contemplating, ‘hey, maybe I just need a job that's going to keep me interested. I
don't need a job that's going to count on me a whole lot, to be as much of a driver.’ But
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ultimately, there was a part of me that understood that if I did that, I would turn it into
that anyway [in the long run]and then I did need to be compensated for it”

4. Communicating a “career story” via networking.
Communicating ‘your career story” is essential to the career transition process. Being able to
communicate a cohesive, clear and succinct career story during the career transition helped
the interviewee become “market ready.” The career story becomes the representation or
artifact of career direction clarity and instrumental in understanding, defining and refining
career direction. When asked who they spoke to during the process and for what reason,
interviewees stated that they spoke with others for a multitude of reasons including: (i)
emotional support, (ii) building new connections, (iii) clarifying your thinking and your
story, (iv) advice and counseling, (v) identify opportunities:
1: “when I first started the process, it was a lot of talking to my colleagues …
whose jobs were also impacted. I think that was very healthy because that was a big
psychological component…The communication piece… it’s critical.”
2: “I networked with people to cultivate my story and find opportunities. I also
used it to vet opportunities. [the outplacement firm] specifically provided resume help,
perfecting my story, and telling my story about my experiences.
3: “Additional self-discovery work was a positioning statement or my elevator pitch.
This included who you are and the value you add. This really helped me
communicate what I was looking for to my network… I went to a lot of networking
events and met a friend that was going through a career search at the same time. We
came to rely on each other to hold each other accountable and share advice.”
5: “I had lots of coaches, and I needed lots of coaches and family friends and family.
A lot of networking, a lot of networking… everyone I spoke to, and met with, I
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asked if there was two people that they could connect me to. And so very quickly
you fill up your day with, more people to meet and, and speak to. So it, it's incredible
how, um, how willing people were to, to help and connect, and give me 30 minutes
of their time…every time you hear a story you get some guidance in terms of what
they did, what helped them. You know, just other ideas, tidbits, um, that you know,
that you can pick and choose what you do, but make you feel more comfortable in
the process.”
6: “the easiest way to explain is that document (see Appendix H) that I sent you.
Yeah, that's sort of different than a resume. I did do some introspection and, and sort
of said, this is my story of my career … So, it turned out to be, a very no nonsense,
right. To communicate, this is [name of interviewee] and here's how I can help.
7: “this document was …sort of a, probably like a blueprint, not a resume. Right?
But more, here's what I'm looking for and here are the companies I'm targeting. Here
are the skills that align with that, to take to people in my network and try to help me
sort of workshop that and then, you know, take their feedback. And then, and then
also use that as a good, sort of launching point for a discussion about my career
goals… So, in networking with people, there were people that would be advocates
for you, for different roles or if they had, people from a talent acquisition, um,
whether it be the talent agencies to companies, if they weren't interested in
opportunity, they would refer those opportunities to you to maybe link you up with
them. So, just kind of participating in that weaving of connections, that there, there
were just a lot of ways that that helped me.

12: “Ultimately you need to turn that into research what I would do for you [a
company]. So you've got to be able to talk about that, and you've got to be able to
talk about it in a way that is in the context of what it would help be valuable to an
employer you are soliciting versus what it did for your former employee” … “Yeah.
I wasn't looking for counseling sessions from random people in Atlanta. I mean, I
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was looking for referrals. I mean, every time I met with somebody, I emailed them
afterwards and asked for… two to three people they could introduce me to in the
next two days.”
13: “it's more like a standardized process. Right. So … the support that I received
from them, was support in defining my brand proposition. Um, which consisted
principally in shaping my resume, my LinkedIn page, my 32nd commercial, my
networking brief, um, which were the key components that they're the, um, they're the
needed to get me, quote unquote ‘market-ready’ …. I've done many of those networking
discussions, but this is the first time that I've done it with a networking brief and this
networking brief has given me an incredible amount of clarity and made it easier for me
to [receive] help.”
14: “I spent time in determining what was my personal mission and vision and really
being able to then articulate that into, what does that then mean for the type of work
that I want to do.”

5. The evolution of the career story throughout the career transition process.
The iterative nature of the process enables a candidate to move from unconscious
incompetence to unconscious competence as they master their career direction and
accompanying career story. As the career process evolved, most interviewees thought the
search process got easier with more direction clarity, and overall, telling the story got easier.
The act of telling the story over and over gave way to cohesiveness, clarity, structure and
ultimately learning mastery.

2: “It got easier. My timing was off, but that got better over time, and it got easier
to tell my story
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3: It was a journey. It was a series of ups and downs with big swings. It was
very hard to manage emotionally. I did get more positive once I was clearer. I could get
those senior jobs as long as I was willing to move. So that job search strategic plan was
extremely helpful for me
4: “Um, no, it definitely got easier; [actually] I'm not sure if it got easier. Or, I just
got better at and more comfortable with it.… So, I definitely got better at it [telling my
career story] and more comfortable as the time went on.”
5: “you get in a routine for sure, but it's a slog. It's absolutely a slog, right? I
mean, it's, and mindset as career coach talked a lot about mindset… The mindset is really
challenging, as you well know, on a number of levels, and so it is a, a constant effort to
make sure that your mind is right…I think it's time. It's, getting more comfortable with
what is happening, more in control, a better idea how, how to do it, what you're looking
for.”

6: I mean, you know, some things evolved that, I mean the [career marketing]
document evolved a little bit, things like that.”
8: “Um, I would say I think it got easier because you build that muscle, and
initially, there's so many things that you feel like you should be doing that it's a bit
overwhelming. Oh, do you have your networking brief? Do you have your marketing
brief, do you have your story defined? Do you have your group of target companies? And
there's so many of those things. And at the time, you don't know which are the things that
have the most leverage or which are the most fruitful things, even though people will
coach you. Uh, but you know, when you talk to, when you repeatedly hear, that
networking [accounts for how] 75 to 80% of people find their jobs through that... I spent
the bulk of my time on networking…

8: Oh, sure. Yeah, (the story evolved) it did. And part of that evolved just by
going to the outplacement firm, because every Friday you would give your, your 30 to 40
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second overview. Right? And so, you were, you're practicing it every week and, and
getting feedback on what things were effective and what weren't. And, and then I think
also as you talk to people and you learned about roles, I think it, it polished up, you
know, maybe your target of what you were doing. So in a sense you were, you were
saying, well, what are the parts of my background and experience and accomplishments
that, that resonate with people that I'm talking to about roles, whether I'm successful in
the role or not positive feedback and negative feedback. They both help to improve you.”
9: “I'd say as the ball got rolling and you know, I started having these
conversations, I'd say probably it got easier a bit, certainly in talking to anybody about it.
But, you know, as it became clearer and clearer to me that no, I wasn't ready to really
retire. I really, I did want to do this again and then, you know, and then the anxiety of am
I even going to be able to find it? Um, certainly weighed heavily on me.”
11: “well it was initially scary, [and then] …. In some ways, uh, I, my confidence
grew”
12: “The more you talk, the more practiced you become. And um, not that I was
nervous, but there were, I learned what to leave out and what to embellish. So yeah, it did
get easier”.
13: “From what I can remember, there might have been some fine tuning of the
story because when you start to tell the same story three times a day. You start knowing
which bits work and which bits don't work. I also in the multiple options that I was
exploring at one stage, um, I probably dropped one or two options. So, there was a, there
was a tightening.”
14: “it went from theoretical to operational...Well it was, it was putting a, it's one
thing to spend time reflecting on who you are and what you're going to be. It's another
thing, operationalizing it and having it manifest in a, a, a role where you're hopefully able
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to provide some impact to people….So, it evolved over time from the, from the lens of
kind of putting it on paper to bring it into life. So almost from a 2-D to 3-D.”

6.
Digital age impacts including tools used, the speed of connections and
communication style and channels.
The digital age materially impacts the how career search and on-line tools are used. In
addition, the speed of connections and the ability to reach far and wide fundamentally alters
the communication style and channels required.
1: “We had a lot of on-line workshops… So, we actually started a WhatsApp group …but
it was like, the, the transition impacted group, and you know, like eight or nine of us and
we all would talk every day [from all around the country].

3: The interview process was very digital, a lot of signing up for things online.
My career coach had me use LinkedIn to target companies. 80% of people find jobs
through networking she told me.
5: “So like I was doing a lot of digital marketing learning, for example. So, it's those
kinds of resources that you need to be aware of.”
7: “from there, you know, that led into, uh, some online search tools, um, some
databases that we had access to through that, you know, career coaching.”
8: “And so clearly LinkedIn was a big tool as well”
9: “I used, LinkedIn premium…I certainly looked at jobs there, looked at
postings… I've certainly look up a lot of people. I said I used it, you know, for a lot of
messaging.”
10: “LinkedIn. Just LinkedIn.”
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13: “there were some, training sessions. Most of them were, on Skype or by
conference call with, with someone delivering the session to gazillions of candidates all
over the world.”

7.
Insights from those who have been there for those in career transition and for
the professionals providing support to those in career transition
The final question asked to study participants was if they had any additional advice they
would offer to those going through a transition or to career coaches, outplacement firms,
and/or companies supporting those going through a transition. The answers varied from rely
on your coach, to keep the faith, keep calm and steady, and to know yourself and follow your
passion:
1: “Stick to your passion and do what you love in life.”
2: “Be prepared for a long haul. Avoid anxiety whenever you can. Be mentally
prepared…It’s important to be flexible and consider multiple factors…Always be
prepared. Anticipate a longer transition and have financial backup… Keep up to date
because the market will have moved on. Be more in touch. Pay attention to the
marketplace, trends and technologies.… It’s a humbling time. There will be people who
are good to you and those who are not. Don’t take it personally and respond to people
who reach out to you. Spend time responding to those looking for a job.”
3: “It’s all about LinkedIn, job boards, and the career coach guidance.”
4: “I was fortunate to have a coach that knew me before this started because
there's definitely, the emotional aspect of it, as well as the logistics of what to do. You
kind of need both as you're going through this, it's almost like you need the, the counselor
and the coach…or at least I did…the emotional side is not a linear…you're going to have
ups and downs and to recognize that it's going to be okay. “
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5: “probably the main, main overarching thought is just having a plan. I mean
you've got to set everything up, get your target companies, get your networking list to get
there… Right off the bat, who are the 10 people I’ve got to talk to first. These are your,
like the people who would be on your board of directors if you had one, you've got to
have a plan and you've got to set goals, and you've got to stay focused because you could
swirl and swirl and be busy but not doing anything constructive. It doesn't really help you
just swirl every day … [especially when] you're not working.”
6: “I think people need a story. I think they need a progression. And obviously
this goes back to what you were saying about knowing what you want. What I think too
often, when people reach out to network for a job, they're really not willing to put the
effort in themselves… and being gracious.”
7: “Try to keep, try to have faith. You know, if you're really keyed in on, and have
successfully identified where you want to be, then believe that… you've done the work
up front, then you should really believe that. And that you're doing the right thing, even
when it's hard or even when it seems like, you know, you're not getting the traction that
you want. … Be very intentional. Even after the job search about building your
network…try to act accordingly to help them through what may be a very stressful and
uncertain time for them.”
8:” I was grateful that they, that they offered a severance package and that they
offered outplacement and that they offered, medical coverage through Cobra. Right. Um,
so I felt very so in terms of maybe those were things from the company I left that, that
were all very positive and, and made it, made me consider coming back to that company.
So I think, how you transition people is very important because obviously we found a
match again….In terms of the, uh, to the outplacement firms and things like that, uh, you
know, I think, you know, the more you can create the community that that energy is
important. And, and also just, um, I don't think that you have to necessarily create the
community.” “then the last part is just encourage, encourage, encourage.”
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9: “people [should] really think through everybody in their entire network, not
just a business network. Could be a church network, could be an alumni network, could
be a football network, could be any network. I mean, I think people get pigeonholed and
well only think about work people they know, and that's too shallow, too narrow...help
them know it's [networking] not a nine to five job.”
10: “above all else it's really taking that time to figure out what will create the
happiness for you, whether that's professionally, personally, or a combination of the two
and not being afraid to take a step down and step back…I think everybody should take a
sabbatical in life period… And at the end of the day, we're here to live, not to work”
11: “having a skilled caring career coach who asked me great questions, who
helped me to really think through the timing of when the transition should be and when it
shouldn't be, and to not let my decision be based or frustration based. But also, more
forward looking and more strategic, was absolutely critical, and I wouldn't have had, the
success that I've had without her.”
12: “don't be afraid. Like the, the worst thing that can happen if someone says no
and you know, you just keep moving.”
13: “enjoy the ride because, because if you don't, it will make the ride more
painful and probably longer…if you go out there and you're smiling and optimistic and
appropriately, aggressive and, and clear about what you want, you're going to get to your
job, right. You may not get that one, but you'll get another one. If you go, if you go in
there pessimistic, frustrated with the fact that you're without a job, with all of the burden
of the world on your two shoulders… then it’s going to take forever…You need to
remind them of what you've agreed in the discussion. You need to send them, a selfwritten paragraph so that they can introduce you without having to write anything. If they
want to write something they can, but you need to give them the option of just needing to
cut and paste. Those small details are absolutely critical because if you do that, you are
putting people in a position where they can help you.”
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14: “I chose faith over fear”

IV.2 Summary of Findings – Career Transition in the Digital Age.
As stated in the literature review, this new digital age context for career development has
many implications for career coaches and their clients. The move towards automation and
digitization along with environmental factors such as economic and financial crises, the
exponential evolution of technology, workplace globalization, and the change in the employment
relationship between employer and employee, have given rise to alternative ways of working
and new skill requirements for making a career transition. This summary serves to relate the
above findings back to the three original research questions:
1. How has digital transformation impacted the career transition process?
2. What is the role of communicating career direction clarity in the career transition
process?
3. How essential is learning mastery (unconscious competence) of your “career story”
to the career transition process?
Digital age impacts on the career transition process
Digital transformation has had an obvious impact on career transition. In regard to the
question, ‘How has digital transformation impacted the career transition process?’, the findings
in this study illuminate the reliance on on-line tools such as LinkedIn, WhatsApp, and job
boards, during the career transition process. Theme six in particular discusses these impacts and
speaks to the importance of career coaches and coachees alike being savvy when it comes to
digital tools, the internet, and communicating digitally to serve a world that has a short attention
span and communicates in slogans and snippets.
Per these findings, many outplacement services and career coaches provided on-line
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tools, database search engines and LinkedIn support. LinkedIn and online, virtual networking
were critical to getting feedback and gaining access to resources and opportunities and a key
component of the process. In addition, the need to respond quickly and concisely is consistent
with digital age communication requirements.
The role of communicating career direction clarity in the career transition process.
Several of the themes above address the research question, ‘What is the role of
communicating career direction clarity in the career transition process?’ First, the findings as
discussed in theme one, demonstrate that outplacement services and career coaches play a critical
role in helping coachees understand, define, and refine their career story as they guide clients
through the career transition process. Coaches provide tools, structure, and a planned approach
as well as emotional and organizational support to those in transition. The act of telling the
career story over and over again to a broad network of people supports the iterative nature of
understanding, then defining, then refining and then clarifying career direction is explained and
elaborated in theme five.
The three elements of career direction as defined in this study, understanding ‘who I am’,
what are my ‘experiences and accomplishments’ and ‘short and long-term goals’ all surfaced as
critical in helping to gain clarity of direction throughout the process and as a lynchpin to a
successful career transition as explained in theme three. Study participants used assessments,
conversations with their coach, and with their network to determine ‘who I am’ specifically the
work, environment and conditions that make them most fulfilled at work. They relied heavily on
their experiences and accomplishments to inform the next step on the path of their career
journey. And they set short and long-term goals to guide the process and their career decisions.
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Learning mastery of the “career story” is crucial to career transition success
The findings demonstrate that understanding, defining, refining, and clarifying career
direction in order to formulate an effective career story is foundational to a successful career
transition in the digital age. It addresses the question, ‘How essential is learning mastery
(unconscious competence) of your “career story” to the career transition process?’
Participants’ often began their career searches with personal branding efforts such as
resume building and LinkedIn profile updates as described in theme two. However, it was their
career story as documented and shared with their network that became the backbone of their
search and transition. Their career story iteratively evolved throughout the process and became
easier as participants told and retold their story as examined in theme 5. Overtime, they learned
what parts resonated best with their network and how to position themselves for specific
opportunities. At each step, as they became clearer on their personal branding, their confidence
also grew. The career story became the artifact of what they wanted, the value they could add to
a firm and/or opportunity and what they were looking from their next role and company.
IV.3 Digital Age Career Transition Conceptual Model
Based on these findings, this research presents a revised “go to market” strategy for career
transitioners today. Figure 3presents an iterative process that hinges on understanding, defining,
refining, and clarifying career direction as the career transitioner tells their career story over
time. At each stage, the career transitioner employs networking, personal branding tools and
confidence building techniques to continue to evolve their direction and thus their story. In
contrast to the linear approach provided in Figure 1, the traditional outplacement and career
coaching process, the figure below, Figure 3, better represents the iterative process required in
today’s fast-paced, digital environment,
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Figure 3: Conceptual model of mastering career direction clarity in the digital age
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V CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, CONTRIBUTIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH AND CONCLUSION
This study illustrates that the key to a successful career transition in the digital age is to
achieve stage 4, unconscious competence, in terms of direction clarity and clearly and succinctly
articulating your career story. In the digital age, an effective approach involves the career
transitioner iterating their career story.

The act of iteration through networking, personal

branding efforts and confidence building techniques enables those in career transition to
understand, define, refine, and clarify their career direction as they evolve their career story. It’s
interesting to note that outplacement and career coaching has come a long way since its original
inception in the 1960s as described in chapter 2. Today outplacement and career coaching is a
multi-billion dollar industry filled with competing companies and thousands of individual career
coaches. Traditionally, tools and services offered to assist those in career transition are designed
linearly to help with self-discovery, then planning and execution, then personal branding and
finally job search and attainment. Yet, in the digital age, the process is far from linear. It
requires an iterative process of clarifying career direction and storytelling throughout. There is a
whole body of research that will be required to understand and analyze career transitions in the
digital age “yet, the academic literature in vocational psychology and career research has been
remarkably silent on this trend so far.”(Hirschi, 2018)
This study begins to address the process, skills and tools needed for a successful career
transition in the digital age. First, it looks at how the process needs to evolve from linear to
iterative to keep up with the rapid pace of change in automation, technology, and globalization.
Second, it also speaks to the need for clear career direction. Career direction clarity is essential
when searching for the next, right opportunity. In a world driven by ever-changing external
factors, leading to uncertainty and constant flux in the workplace, understanding and being able
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to clearly articulate ‘who I am’, ‘what is the experience I bring’ and ‘my goals for what I want in
a role and/or career’ is key. Finally, this study examines the need for a new and evolved
communication style and mode that is required to keep up with the fast-paced, far reaching, everexpanding global work community
V.1 Contributions to Theory
This research extends learning mastery theory for the career transition process to the
digital age. It highlights the required iterative nature of understanding, defining, refining, and
clarifying career direction that occurs when telling a cohesive and concise ‘career story,’
throughout the career transition process. It illustrates how senior-level outplacement clients or
career coachees begin the process oftentimes not knowing where to start and in emotional
turmoil after being let go due to a downing sizing, restructuring or reorganization. The client or
coachee works increasingly on building their confidence, personal branding, and networking, as
they get clearer and clearer on their career story throughout their transition process.
Coachees move from unconscious incompetence, where they don’t know what they don’t
know about how to approach a career transition and about what they want from their next role,
to conscious incompetence, where they know what they don’t know and need to do a lot of selfassessment and reflection to move forward to define their career story. They then move to
conscious competence, where they refine their career story and know which version works best
under each circumstance. At this juncture, they can clearly articulate the appropriate, concise
story to the right audience. Finally, they move to unconscious incompetence where they can
reflexively articulate, “who I am”, “what are the experiences and accomplishments I bring” and
“what are my short- and long-term career goals”.
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V.2 Contributions to Practice
Due to the uncertainty in the modern era world of work, and the fast-moving and farreaching globalized economy where soundbites are required to effectively persuade, this research
boils direction clarity down to its most simplistic, fundamental form and application. A person in
career transition needs to be more precise than ever in regard to career direction clarity and must
be able to clearly and concisely articulate their career story across multiple platforms, both in
person and digitally. They must succinctly know and be able to communicate who they are, the
value they add, and what they want to accomplish in their next career transition.
The learning mastery perspective helps individuals utilize the career transition and
outplacement process more effectively to improve career transition success in today’s digital
environment. Knowing the importance of being digitally savvy while concentrating on the
career story and supporting coachees emotionally can help HR managers select the best
outplacement and career coaching services. Finally, coaches and outplacement service providers
will be able to better determine which services are most valuable for clients, in which order and
frequency.
V.3 Limitations
This study has several limitations. Fourteen interviews is a small subset of individuals
from which to gather data. Being impacted by a restructure, reorganization or downsizing is a
sensitive as well as confidential topic, and therefore locating suitable candidates was much more
challenging than originally anticipated (pre-screening contacts were made to over 50 candidates).
As this research is limited to senior level executives, it may be difficult to extrapolate findings to
individual contributors and independent gig economy workers who are oftentimes also of a
different generation. In addition, this study is framed in the context of those impacted by a
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restructure, reorganization, or downsizing, so it may also be hard to infer how these findings
apply to those who initiate their own career transition.
V.4 Future Research
This research only begins the conversation of career transitions in the digital age. It
makes way for additional areas of research related to this study, such as:
1) How to leverage digital career management tools more effectively.
2) How has networking changed in the digital age?
3) How will career coaching and outplacement need to evolve to meet the needs of the
work from home population and gig economy workers?
First, it would be interesting to understand how digital age tools such as LinkedIn, What’s
App, and Twitter can be optimized individually and collectively to serve those in career
transition. Is it different for those at a senior level? Second, how has networking changed in the
digital age and what are the specific impacts on face-to-face versus digital and virtual networking
on career transitions? Third, given the growth in the work-from-home and gig economy
workers, how does career coaching and outplacement services and tools need to change? This
would be an opportunity to replicate this study, specifically targeted to the work-from-home and
gig economy workers to understand how the revised model applies. Does the model itself still
hold true and does the intensity of the iterations change with this population?
V.5 Conclusion
In conclusion, understanding, defining, refining, and clarifying career direction is
essential to ensure those in career transition find the opportunity that best fits career success for
them. The act of communicating the career story over and over supports an iterative process that
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allows continuous honing of direction clarity. It occurs as coachees perfect their career story
through personal branding efforts, networking and confidence building during a career transition.
The change in automation, digitization and technology has greatly impacted the workforce and
the way people go about job search and career transition. The need to be comprehensive, laserfocused, and cohesive in messaging makes the difference in the ability to access and secure the
right opportunities.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A – Interview Protocol
Field Dates: December 2019 – February 2020 (tentative)
Interviewees include:
This exploratory research uses interviews to examine the importance of becoming consciously
competent or knowingly capable, at defining, refining, and simply and clearly communicating
career direction clarity throughout the outplacement/career transition process. It includes
interviews with forty (40) former outplacement services clients/career coachees. Specifically,
clients have been made a career transition from a Fortune 500 company within the last three
years due to restructures, reorganizations and/or downsizings and have been in role longer than
three months. All interviewees are exempt or salaried professionals and range from mid- to
senior- executive level.
Interview guidelines:
1. At the beginning of the interview, the participant will be reminded about the purpose of the
study.
2. Informed consent of the participant will be verified before asking any questions.
3. The participant will be asked to confirm they are ok being digitally recorded. The interview
will be approximately one hour in length.
INTRO:
Hello, thank you in advance for your time today. The purpose of this interview is to gain an
understanding, from your perspective, of your last career transition. With your consent, your
interview will also be digitally recorded. (wait to confirm from respondent). The interview
should take no more than an hour or an hour and fifteen minutes of your time.
There are no right or wrong answers to questions asked in the interview. Please answer the
questions honestly. Notes will be taken by me during the interview.
Participation in this study may not benefit you personally. However, I hope to assist those in
career transition, and career coaches, outplacement service firms, and corporations get a better
understanding of how to achieve career transition success as effectively as possible.
For purposes of this study, we are defining career direction clarity as,
“clearly defining, refining and simply articulating ‘who you are, what you’ve accomplished, and
your short and long-term career desires throughout the career transition process.”
Your information will be confidential, and we will keep your records private to the extent
allowed by law. Only the myself as interviewer, Dr. Loch, my supervisor, and the
transcriptionist will have access to the information you provide. Information may also be
shared with those who make sure the study is done correctly.
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START RECORDING (VIA QUICK VOICE)
Background
1.
What is your current job title and how long have you held this position?
2.
Would you classify your level as:
____C-Suite
____Vice President
____Director or Senior Manager
____Other
3.
What triggered your last career transition?
4.
How long did it take you to transition to a new role?
5.
On a scale of 1-10, how successful was your career transition? What
would have made it more successful?
Possible probes – salary, job satisfaction, work-life balance, time it took,
etc.
General
6.

Tell me about your career transitions process. Specifically, what steps
did you take and what tools did you use?
(probe on each part of the process: self-discovery, career planning,
personal branding, job search, interviewing/negotiation process).
Career Direction Clarity:
The next set of questions explore Career Direction Clarity – which is defined as: clearly
defining, refining and simply articulating ‘who you are, what you’ve accomplished, and
your short and long-term career desires throughout the career transition process.”
7.
To what extent did you focus on self-discovery work such as
understanding yourself to shape your career direction? How did this
impact your career transition?
On a scale of 1-10, how important was self-discovery to your career
transition?
8.
How much did you rely on your experiences and accomplishments to
shape your career direction? How did this impact your career transition?
On a scale of 1-10, how much did your experiences and
accomplishments impact your career transition?
9.
To what extent did setting short-and long-term goals help you clarify
your career direction? How did this impact your career transition?
On a scale of 1-10, how much did your short-and long-term goals impact
your career transition?
10.
How did your understanding of who you are, what you’ve accomplished
and your short-and long-term goals evolve throughout the career
transition process? If so, how and why? Which part(s) were most
important?
Communication
11.
Who did you speak with throughout the process?
How did you find them?
For what purpose?
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(Probe on elements: to what extent did you talk to others about who you
are, what you’ve accomplished and what you wanted to do (short and
long-term career goals) Did this change throughout the process? If so,
how?)
Conscious Competence
12.
As you think about your career transition process, how did the process
evolve? Did it get easier? If so, how?
13.
Anything else you would like to share about your career transition
process?
THANK RESPONDENT: Thank you very much for your time! Have a nice (day/evening).
END RECORDING
INTERVIEWER: I HEREBY ATTEST THAT THIS IS A TRUE AND HONEST
INTERVIEW.
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Appendix B – Email (or phone script) to Request Help from Coaches and Coachees to
Recruit Study Participants:
Dear __________,
I hope this email finds you well!
As you know, I am currently a doctoral student at Georgia State University. I am conducting my
doctoral research on career transitions. I am looking to interview people who have made a
successful career transition from a Fortune 500 company within the last three years due to a
restructure, reorganization and/or downsizing and have been in their current role longer than
three months. The interview should last about an hour and can take place in a location
convenient for you or over the phone.
I have attached an overview for your reference. Would you be able to recommend participants
for this study? If so, please let me know and I will send you an email and/or phone script you
can share with potential participants.
Sincerely,
Daphne Schechter
Attachment: Letter of Invitation to Participate
Appendix C – Email (or phone script) for Researcher and Research Study Recruitment:
Dear __________,
I hope this email finds you well!
As you know, I am currently a doctoral student at Georgia State University. I am conducting my
doctoral research on career transitions. I am looking to interview people who have made a
successful career transition from a Fortune 500 company within the last three years due to a
restructure, reorganization and/or downsizing and have been in their current role longer than
three months. The interview should last about an hour and can take place in a location
convenient for you or over the phone.
I have attached an overview for your reference. Would you be willing to participate in this
study? If so, I please let me know and I will send you an invitation for a one-hour interview.
Sincerely,
Daphne Schechter
Attachment: Letter of Invitation to Participate
Appendix D – First (1st) email (or phone script) for Recommending Coach or Coachee to
Use as Research Study Participant Recruitment:
Dear __________,
I hope this email finds you well!
A colleague of mine, Daphne Schechter, is a doctoral student at Georgia State University and is
conducting her doctoral research on career transitions. She is looking to interview people who
have made a successful career transition from a Fortune 500 company within the last three years
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due to a restructure, reorganization and/or downsizing and have been in their current role longer
than three months. The interview should last about an hour and can take place in a location
convenient for you or over the phone.
I have attached an overview for your reference.
Would you be willing to participate in this study? If so, I will introduce you via email, so she
can invite you for a one-hour interview. Please let me know.
Sincerely,
_____________________
Attachment: Letter of Invitation to Participate

Appendix E – Second (2nd) email for Recommending Coach or Coachee to Use as an
Introduction to the Researcher and Research Study:
Dear __________,
Please let me introduce you to a colleague of mine, Daphne Schechter. Daphne is conducting the
research study on career transitions I spoke to you or emailed you about. She is a doctoral
student at Georgia State University and interested in helping those in career transition utilize the
career transition and outplacement process more effectively to improve career transition success.
Again, I am recommending you as a participant to this study because you have made a successful
career transition from a Fortune 500 company within the last three years due to a restructure,
reorganization and/or downsizing and have been in your current role longer than three months.
Per this email, I ask that you reach out directly to Daphne at careertransitions1@gmail.com or
consent to allow her to reach out to you directly, by replying to this message, with "yes, I will
participate". Daphne will schedule a one-hour interview to hear your story! Your personal
information will be kept confidential and used only for study purposes. I hope you will be able
to join Daphne in what should prove to be useful study for those who are making a career
transition.
She will schedule a one-hour interview to hear your story! Your personal information will be
kept confidential and used only for study purposes. I hope you will be able to join Daphne in
what should prove to be useful study for those who are making a career transition.
Sincerely,
_________________
Attachment: Letter of Invitation to Participate
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Appendix F –Letter of Invitation to Participate
Invitation to Participate in A Doctoral Research Case Study!
Research Overview
I am conducting a research study and would like to invite you to participate.
The average person changes jobs 12 times during his or her career. Many people spend five
years or less in every job, so they devote an exorbitant amount of time and energy transitioning
from one job to another. ‘Outplacement’ and career transition services are often provided to
employees by large corporations when they are laid-off and offered termination or severance
packages. A professional career transition process is guided by a career coach and is given to
employees at all levels, ranging from junior to senior-level executives.
If outplacement services are not provided directly by an employer, individuals are often willing
to pay for them out of their own pocket. Career transition services include a variety of elements
such as coaching, networking sessions, classes and on-line resources. The dominant tools job
seekers focus on are personal branding such as resume building and LinkedIn profile updates as
they apply for new roles. This research shifts the focus away from personal branding efforts to
the importance of career direction clarity and increasingly comfortable at communicating career
direction clarity throughout the career transition process.
Why Am I Conducting This Research?
This exploratory research uses interviews to examine the importance of career direction clarity,
and specifically becoming consciously competent or knowingly capable, at defining, refining and
simply and clearly communicating career direction throughout the outplacement/career transition
process. I am looking to interview individuals have made a career transition from a Fortune 500
company within the last three years due to restructures, reorganizations and/or downsizings and
have been in role longer than three months. I hope to gain information to help individuals in
transition utilize the career transition and outplacement process more effectively to improve
career transition success. HR managers can also use this information to make better decisions on
which tools to focus their resources; and coaches will be able to better determine which tools are
most valuable for clients, and in which order.
When Am I Conducting the Research?
The research project kicked off in June 2019. I will be conducting interviews from December
2019 – February 2020 with a plan to finalize research by the spring of 2020. I will conduct
interviews in person and/or over the phone with individuals and will schedule meetings at the
interviewee’s convenience.
What I Need from You
I would appreciate you participating in this interview for approximately one hour. All
interviewee information will remain confidential. If you are willing to participate, you will be
sent a calendar invitation to be interviewed from careertransitions1@gmail.com over the next
two weeks. Please accept this invitation or send a counter invitation with an alternative time or
date to be interviewed that is convenient for you. An informed consent document is attached to
the invitation.
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Appendix G – Informed consent
Georgia State University
Informed Consent
Title: What is the Role of Career Direction Clarity in the Career Transition Process?
Principal Investigator: Dr. Karen Loch
Student Principal Investigator: Daphne Schechter

Introduction and Key Information
You are invited to take part in a research study.
It is up to you to decide if you would like to take part in the study.
The purpose of this study is to understand role of career direction clarity in the career
transition process.
Your role in the study will last approximately one hour.
You will be asked to be interviewed about a career transition.
Participating in this study will not expose you to any more risks than you would
experience in a typical day.
This study is not designed to benefit you. Overall, I hope to gain information to help
individuals in transition utilize the career transition and outplacement process more effectively to
improve career transition success. HR managers can also use this information to make better
decisions on which tools to focus their resources; and coaches will be able to better determine
which tools are most valuable for clients, and in which order.
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Purpose
The purpose of the study is to understand role of career direction clarity in the career
transition process.
You are invited to take part in this research study because you made a career transition
from a Fortune 500 company within the last three years due to restructures, reorganizations
and/or downsizings and have been in role longer than three months. A total of 40 (forty)
participants will be recruited for this study. All interviewees are exempt or salaried professionals
and range from mid- to senior- executive level.

Procedures
If you decide to take part, you will be interviewed for approximately one hour by one
researcher either in-person or over the phone. Interviews will be:
Digitally recorded
Transcribed and analyzed for themes across participants.
Conducted during the months of December 2019, January 2020 and potentially February
2020.

Future Research
Researchers will not use or distribute your data for future research studies even if
identifiers are removed.

Risks
In this study, you will not have any more risks than you would in a normal day of life.
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No injury is expected from this study, but if you believe you have been harmed, contact the
research team as soon as possible. Georgia State University and the research team have not set
aside funds to compensate for any injury.

Benefits
This study is not designed to benefit you personally. Overall, I hope to gain information
to help individuals in transition utilize the career transition and outplacement process more
effectively to improve career transition success. HR managers can also use this information to
make better decisions on which tools to focus their resources; and coaches will be able to better
determine which tools are most valuable for clients, and in which order.

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal
You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the study and change your
mind, you have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop participating at
any time.

Confidentiality
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and
entities will have access to the information you provide:
Dr. Karen Loch and Daphne Schechter
GSU Institutional Review Board
Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP)
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We will use an assigned number and your initials as a code rather than your name on
study records. Recordings will be stored on a password protected device
All typed transcriptions will be stored on a password protected computer.
When we present or publish the results of this study, we will not use your name or other
information that may identify you.

Contact Information
Contact Dr. Karen Loch or Daphne Schechter at kloch@gsu.edu and
dschechter1@student.gsu.edu
If you have questions about the study or your part in it
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study

The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research that involves human
participants. You can contact the IRB if you would like to speak to someone who is not involved
directly with the study. You can contact the IRB for questions, concerns, problems, information,
input, or questions about your rights as a research participant. Contact the IRB at 404-413-3500
or irb@gsu.edu.

Consent
We will give you a copy of this consent form to keep.
If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign below.

____________________________________________
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Printed Name of Participant

____________________________________________
_________________
Signature of Participant
Date

____________________________________________
_________________
Principal Investigator or Researcher Obtaining Consent

Date

74

Appendix H – Sample formats for Career Marketing/Story-Telling Documents
Schechter One-Pager
Directions:
The First Section is Your Professional Overview. In this section you capture high-level
understanding of who you are. The Professional Overview is written in prose format.
•

The first blank in the first sentence is about how you see yourself. Are you a “C-Level
Executive” a “Senior Professional” and “Senior Consultant”, etc.? The second blank in
the first sentence captures your total years of professional experience. The 3rd 2 blanks
capture the industries in which you have experience. – i.e., consumer goods or
telecommunications.
• The second sentence describes what you have expertise in…. Think broadly, i.e. strategic
planning, financial planning, executive relationships, board room selling, project
management, process innovation, etc.
• The 3rd sentence is “what you are known for” or “why people hire you”. For example, “I
am known for ‘taking complex concepts and simplifying them so people can implement
them successfully’” or I am known for, “building internal bridges between functional
groups to break down barriers during times of change”.
The Second Section Contains Your Career Accomplishments. This section includes anywhere
from 3 to 5 bullets that describe your biggest career accomplishments; the things you are most
proud of. These accomplishments are specific and demonstrate impact to you, an organization or
the people with whom you have worked. Use descriptive words such as, “I created the model
that…” or “I launched the process that is now modeled in….” “I innovated the ….”, etc. Make
sure to include the quantifiable and qualitative results of what you achieved.
The Third Section Describes Your 3-5 Year Goals. This section is also in bullet format.
Capture the things you want to achieve in the next 3- 5 years. Think broadly – not in terms of a
job or title you want to get, but in terms of the skills you want to develop, the experiences you to
have, the people with whom you want to build relationships. This will open “corridors of
possibilities” that will allow you to pursue multiple paths until you find the ‘right next step’. I.e.,
in the next 3 to 5 years, I want to run a P&L or in the next 3 to 5 years, I want an international
assignment, or in the next 3 to 5 years, I want to build relationships with the key buyers for the
10 largest retail chains.”
Professional Overview:
I am a _______________ with ______________ years of experience in
________ and __________ industries. I have expertise in
__________________, ________________, ________________ and
______________________. I am known for
_______________________________________.
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Career Accomplishments:
_
_
_
_
_
3-5 Year Goals:
_
_
_
_
_

Appendix I – Full Abstract
Abstract:

As the nature of work has evolved, the process of career transition and job search

has evolved as well. During the world’s transformation from analog to digital, the tenure of an
individual’s career went from one person, one company, to one person, many companies. Today,
the average person changes jobs 12 times during his or her career. In the digital age, career tools
are more ubiquitous, candidates have a broader reach, and communication is instantaneous.
Although technology change is generally positive for those in career transition, candidates are
expected to articulate clearly what they seek in a position and prepare a polished, concise, and
focused statement of the value they provide to their prospective employer. Today, more than
ever, candidates are required to provide information quickly and consistently across digital media
and in person. This study examines the importance of defining career direction clarity and
mastering, or becoming unconsciously competent at, communicating career direction clarity and
effectively telling a cohesive ‘career story’ during the outplacement/career transition process.
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Design/methodology/approach: This exploratory research includes in-depth biographical
interviews with fourteen former outplacement service clients/career coachees, ranging from
senior manager to c-suite executives. These individuals were outplaced from Fortune 500
companies within the last three years due to restructures, reorganizations, and/or downsizings.
Findings: Using the construct of learning mastery, otherwise known as unconscious
competence, this study demonstrates that successful usage of a career transition/outplacement
services involves iterative steps, hinging on career direction clarity and the ability to successfully
communicate who you are, what you’ve accomplished, and your short- and long-term career
desires throughout the career transition process. The ability to move from unconscious
incompetence to unconscious competence in telling your career story during the process is
essential to career transition success.
Research implications/limitations: The ﬁndings in this study illustrate the iterative nature of
the career transition and outplacement process in understanding, defining, refining and clarifying
career direction to articulate a cohesive ‘career story,’ guided by a career coach. This research
may apply beyond career transition coaching and outplacement and be used in executive
coaching, executive search processes, or other Human Resources (HR) processes such as
mentoring and sponsorship programs.
Practical implications: The learning mastery perspective helps individuals utilize the career
transition and outplacement process more effectively to improve career transition success in
today’s digital environment. HR managers can use this information to make better decisions on
which outplacement firms and services to employ. Finally, coaches will be able to better
determine which services are most valuable for clients, and in which order.
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Originality/value: This study uses the lens of learning mastery, and specifically the construct of
unconscious competence to explore the optimal usage of the outplacement and career transition
process and tools to understand and communicate career direction clarity and make successful
career transitions in the digital age
Key Words: Learning Mastery, Outplacement Services, Career Transition, Career Choice Career
Direction Clarity, Career Coach, Digital Age, and Biographical Interview
Paper type: Research paper
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